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INTRODUCTION 

Muslim Activist Intellectuals 
and Their Place in History 


Socrates challenged the thinking of Athenians in the classical age and 
Confucius attempted to bring a new vision of society to the “Warring 
States” of China. Luther's concepts and visions altered Western Christen¬ 
dom, and Lenin's combination of intellectualism and activism transformed 
world history in the twentieth century. Throughout history, people of ideas 
who have become involved in the civic and political affairs of their day, as 
activist intellectuals, have attempted to play roles in the transformation of 
their societies. In the late twentieth century, a number of intellectuals in 
Muslim societies have played similar roles. They criticize existing institu¬ 
tions and mentalities and work to provide some alternative. 

From the United States to North Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast 
Asia, these Muslim activist intellectuals serve in important ways as the 
makers of contemporary Islam. Their ideas provide the foundations for 
many of the programs of Islamic movements throughout the world. Even 
for those who disagree with them and dispute their claims, these activist 
thinkers have shaped the conceptual world and set the terms of most de¬ 
bates in the Muslim world. These people, their organizations, and their 
modes of thinking have been part of the heart of what has come to be 
called the Islamic resurgence of the end of the twentieth century. 

Intellectuals play crucial roles in the contemporary Islamic resurgence. 
They are both its primary formulators and its most articulate opponents. 
This situation reflects the complexity of the impact of intellectuals in Mus¬ 
lim societies in the modern world. The actions and influence of Muslim in¬ 
tellectuals in the modern era are similar to the experiences of intellectuals 
throughout the world. At the same time, they represent a distinctive exam¬ 
ple of how intellectuals work within the context of their broader cultural 
heritages to respond to the challenges of the modern world experience. 

Although many people have noted the activities of intellectuals through¬ 
out history, remarkably little has been written about the role of intellectu- 
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als, as intellectuals, in the movements of Islamic resurgence in the final 
decades of the twentieth century. Intellectuals committed to the cause of 
active renewal and reform in contemporary Muslim societies represent an 
interesting combination of the older role of the religious scholar in Muslim 
societies and the role of “intellectual" as understood in more secular, mod¬ 
ern societies, a work that is not simply an eclectic bringing-together of a 
number of different activities. This synthesis is characteristic of a type of in¬ 
tellectual that is different from the other types of intellectuals active within 
Muslim societies. It may also provide an important example of the activist, 
politically involved intellectual who may be seen in many different societies 
in the contemporary world. 

Intellectuals have been described and analyzed in many different and 
often contradictory ways. There is, despite this diversity, some vague sense 
of agreement on the important elements that define intellectuals and their 
roles in societies. Two important aspects of this broader understanding are 
a sense that “intellectuals" are somehow a distinctive grouping of people 
within a society, set apart from the majority, while at the same time they 
are a crucial element in society, defining and articulating the communal 
agreements that provide a sense of legitimacy and basic principles for soci¬ 
etal operation and survival. These two dimensions’ separation and involve¬ 
ment have been both complementary and contradictory as intellectuals 
have interacted with their societies throughout history. 


Intellectuals as Separate 

What is an “intellectual”? Most discussions of intellectuals at least start 
with an emphasis on their separation from most of society. Intellectuals 
are the people who are specialists in ideas, images, and symbols. The often- 
cited definition by Edward Shils provides a careful statement of this: 

Intellectuals are the aggregate of persons in any society who employ 
in their communication and expression, with relatively higher fre¬ 
quency than most other members of their society, symbols of gen¬ 
eral scope and abstract reference, concerning man, society, nature, 
and the cosmos. The high frequency of their use of such symbols 
may be a function of their own subjective propensity or of the obliga¬ 
tions of an occupational role. 1 

The result of this is that intellectuals are viewed as “persons possessing 
knowledge, or in a narrower sense those whose judgment, based on re¬ 
flection and knowledge, derives less directly and exclusively from sensory 
perception than in the case of non-intellectuals.” 2 In the writings of pio¬ 
neering social scientists like Max Weber, intellectuals “are understood as 
politically disinterested, socially unattached individuals who, in their sub¬ 
jective intentions, pursue knowledge for its own sake." 3 
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This image of separateness was perhaps most fully portrayed by Julien 
Benda in the 1920s in a book that continues to have great influence. Benda 
argued that, side by side with the general masses of people, there was a 
class of people 

whose activity essentially is not the pursuit of practical aims . . . 
who seek their joy in the practice of an art or a science or metaphysi¬ 
cal speculation, in short in the possession of non-material ad¬ 
vantages, and hence in a certain manner say: "My kingdom is not 
of this world.” Indeed, throughout history, for more than two thou¬ 
sand years until modern times, I see an uninterrupted series of 
philosophers, men of religion, men of literature, artists, men of 
learning (one might say almost all during this period), whose in¬ 
fluence, whose life, were in direct opposition to the realism of the 
multitudes. 4 

These were the intellectuals or, in Benda’s terms, "the clerks.” 

The primary responsibility and role of intellectuals in this perspective is 
to provide a constant critique of the activities of the majority and the insti¬ 
tutions of society. In this perspective, such a critique is essential. Benda ar¬ 
gued that “civilization” is “possible only if humanity consents to a division 
of functions, if side by side with those who carry out the lay passions and 
extol the virtues servicable to them, there exists a class of men who depre¬ 
ciate these passions and glorify the advantages which are beyond the mate¬ 
rial." 5 Dissent is at the heart of the definition of an intellectual, and quali¬ 
tative dissent, the presentation of new ideas and perspectives or the 
fundamental rearrangement of old ones, is the "raison d’etre of intellectu¬ 
als.” 6 Edward Said, himself a prominent public intellectual, notes that the 
“intellectual is an individual endowed with the faculty for representing, 
embodying, articulating a message. . . . And this role has an edge to it, 
and cannot be played without a sense of being someone whose place it is 
publicly to raise embarrassing questions, to confront orthodoxy and 
dogma.” 7 

This dissent of the intellectuals is not simply a negative opposition to ex¬ 
isting conditions: “intellectuals as dissenters are not always trying to 
change a status quo (though more often they are) but may also be defend¬ 
ing it by arguing for a different arrangement of components.” 8 The intel¬ 
lectuals’ critiques and interests arise not from more specific, material issues 
but “from the need to perceive, experience, and express ... a general 
significance in particular, concrete events” 9 and are made “on the basis of 
universal principles.” 10 

These activities—the creation of ideas and concepts that can provide 
broad principles for criticizing existing conditions and institutions and also 
provide the general foundations for the transformation of society—are of 
extreme importance for the development and survival of societies. Benda. 
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for example, points to Socrates, Jesus, and Thomas Aquinas, among many 
others, 11 as illustrating the crucial significance of the intellectual’s role. 

Although people of ideas have been important throughout history, the 
use of a single term, “intellectuals," for this grouping is relatively recent. 12 
It is, in fact, often identified with a particular type, the “secular intellec¬ 
tual.” The rise of the secular intellectual is a new phenomenon and an im¬ 
portant part of the development of modern society. “It is true that in their 
earlier incarnations as priests, scribes and soothsayers, intellectuals have 
laid claim to guide society from the very beginning. But as guardians of hi¬ 
eratic cultures . . . their moral and ideological innovations were limited 
by the canons of external authority and by the inheritance of tradition.” 13 
However, the development of modern society resulted in a decline in the in¬ 
fluence of the older style of intellectuals and the emergence of the secular 
intellectual. 

For the first time in human history, and with growing confidence 
and audacity, men arose to assert that they could diagnose the ills of 
society and cure them with their own unaided intellects: more, that 
they could devise formulae whereby not merely the structure of soci¬ 
ety but the fundamental habits of human beings could be trans¬ 
formed for the better. Unlike their sacerdotal predessors, they were 
not servants and interpreters of the gods but substitutes. 14 

Modern secular intellectuals have themselves been criticized for allow¬ 
ing their ideas and broader interpretive principles to become dogmatic ide¬ 
ologies or “secular religions.” 15 However, for most people, in modern soci¬ 
ety, “the true intellectual is a secular being. However much intellectuals 
pretend that their representations are of higher things or ultimate values, 
morality begins with their activity in this secular world of ours.” 16 In this 
perspective, many people feel that “religious” thinkers and leaders are not 
“true intellectuals." 

The first element of understanding the nature and role of the modern 
“Muslim activist intellectual” is recognition of the tradition of the intellec¬ 
tual as a special and distinct type of person within Muslim society. Intellec¬ 
tuals provide important critiques of the mental and societal orders in any 
society as a part of their function. While it is possible to identify such peo¬ 
ple in most societies throughout history, this role has taken a distinctive 
form in modern societies, especially as they have developed in Western Eu¬ 
rope and North America in the past two centuries. The “modern” intellec¬ 
tual is usually a social radical (of either the Left or the Right) and in some 
significant way is identified as “secular” rather than “religious.” 

On the face of it, if “intellectual” is defined solely in terms of this 
“modern-secular” interpretation, then “Muslim activist intellectual” is an 
internally contradictory concept. Instead of simply rejecting the term on 
this basis, it is important to see the “modern-secular” intellectual as part 
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of a broader historical pattern that provides an important aspect of the 
leadership of the Islamic resurgence in the final decades of the twentieth 
century. However, from “a societal or a social-theory point of view the 
meaningfulness of intellectuals can be gauged only in their social setting,” 
and explanations must involve analysis of “the three-cornered relationship 
between certain types of ideas, their articulators, and the social structure 
of their environment.” 17 It also is important, in other words, to define 
the traditional structures and styles of intellectual activities in Muslim so¬ 
cieties, which have provided the social setting for the “Muslim activist 
intellectuals.” 


People of Knowledge in 
Premodern Muslim Societies 

Intellectuals are intimately involved in the fundamental structures of 
power and authority in their societies and do not live in total isolation. In¬ 
tellectuals are those people in a society who define, develop, and express 
the broader principles on which the basic institutions are based. In the in¬ 
fluential analysis of Max Weber, they are those people “who by virtue of 
their peculiarity have special access to certain achievements considered to 
be ‘cultural values,’” and, as a result, represent “the leadership of a ‘cul¬ 
ture community.”' 18 

Intellectuals in this way have a dual role. On the one hand, the “ca¬ 
pacity for criticism, for rejection of the status quo is not simply a matter of 
preference by some critical intellectuals” but is “built into the very nature 
of the occupational roles.” 19 On the other hand, “most intellectuals in¬ 
volved in such roles are also engaged in activities that involve reaffirming 
and transmitting aspects of existing culture.” 20 Intellectuals have both in¬ 
novative and integrative roles, which are complementary, since while they 
seek to engage in creative and innovative activity, they “seek their final ful¬ 
fillment in integrating these into the wider domain of the society.” 21 Con¬ 
fucius was not alone in hoping to persuade the rulers of his day to adopt 
his ideas and visions. 

The integrative activities of intellectuals and the way they express 
broad principles show that throughout history there is a profound connec¬ 
tion between religion and the intellectuals. Indeed, Shils argues that 

[intellectual work arose from religious preoccupations. In the early 
history of the human race, it tended, in its concern with the ultimate 
or at least with what lies beyond the immediate concrete experience, 
to think with religious symbols. . . . [T]he tradition of awesome 
respect and of serious striving for contact with the sacred, is perhaps 
the first, the most comprehensive and the most important of all the 
traditions of the intellectuals. 22 
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Weber, in his analyses of the sociology of religion spoke of “the fact of fun¬ 
damental importance that all the great religious doctrines of Asia are cre¬ 
ations of intellectuals.” 23 

As the institutions of the Muslim community of believers developed in 
the early centuries of the Islamic era, the people of knowledge, or ulama 24 
emerged as a major grouping within Muslim societies. General and theo¬ 
retical discussions of intellectuals recognize this important role. Shils, for 
example, observes: “In the great religious cultures of Islam, Buddhism, 
Taoism, and Hinduism, prior to the emergence of a differentiated modern 
intellectual class, the care of the sacred through the mastery, interpreta¬ 
tion, and exposition of sacred writings, and the cultivation of the appropri¬ 
ate mental states or qualities were the first interests of the intellectuals.” 25 

The ulama were not an ordained priesthood, and their organizations 
and associations were not “churches.” The key element that identified 
them was the fact that they were “people of knowledge.” In the early Is¬ 
lamic community, following the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632 
c.e., the most visible institution was the caliphate, which was the structure 
of political authority and coordination. However, much of the tone and in¬ 
tellectual content of cultural life was set by the “piety-minded representa¬ 
tives of the Islamic hope for a godly personal and social order.” 26 Those 
pious people, among all groups within the Islamic Community, came to be 
identified as the ulama and “worked out what we may call the Shari’ah- 
minded programme for private and public living centered on the Shari’ah 
law.” Although some areas were not exclusively ulama-defined, their work 
“gave a certain dignity to the whole social edifice. As a whole, that edifice 
reflected the aspirations of the ‘ulama’, and the intellectual and social pat¬ 
terns that followed therefrom, more than it reflected any other set of 
ideals.” 27 

The importance of the ulama within Islamic society is reflected in an 
often-quoted Tradition of the Prophet Muhammad, who is reported to have 
said, “The scholars are the heirs of the prophets.” The famous fourteenth- 
century Muslim scholar Ibn Khaldoun, explained that this meant that the 

early Muslim scholars represented the religious law in all its aspects, 
and were identified with all of it and were known to have a thorough 
practical knowledge of its ways. . . . People who combine the 
theoretical and practical knowledge of the law are religious scholars, 
the real heirs, such as the jurists among the people of the second 
generation, the ancient Muslims, the four founders of the schools of 
law, as well as those who took them as models.’’ 28 

The ulama were not, as ulama, officially part of the political structure of 
the caliphate. They acted as critical intellectuals, often providing powerful 
critiques of existing conditions. “The ulema regarded themselves as the 
collective voice of the conscience of society.” 29 When some Abbasid 
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caliphs in the ninth century attempted to establish the role of the caliph as 
the final authority in determining the correctness of theological positions, 
it was the ulama who provided the main opposition. The heroic prototype 
of this nonmilitary opposition to state interference in matters of Islamic in¬ 
terpretation was Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, who was later viewed as the founder 
of one of the four great schools of law in Sunni Islam . 30 

It was often argued that direct participation in the government would 
somehow taint the piety of the scholar. In a well-known Tradition, the 
Prophet Muhammad says, “The nearer a man is to government, the fur¬ 
ther he is from God .” 31 Islamic law developed as a discipline and a system 
of sociomoral legitimacy outside of the state structures. The political- 
military controllers of the state came to be viewed as legitimate to the ex¬ 
tent that they supported and protected the Shariah (Islamic law), but they 
had no role in defining the content or the interpretation of that law. This 
was true both of the early imperial leaders who held the title of caliph, or 
khalifah (“successor”), of the Messenger of God and of the later politico- 
military “authorities,” or sultans. It was the ulama who emerged as the 
controllers, interpreters, and articulators of Islamic law and the definition 
of the Islamic community. 

Through the first millennium and more of the history of the Islamic 
community, 

we cannot but be struck with the remarkable consistency and te¬ 
nacity with which the Muslim thinkers had pursued their main ob¬ 
jective. The historic caliphate had lost its power and perished, mili¬ 
tary conquerors had imposed their rule over every Muslim people, a 
rigid class structure had replaced the fluid social order of the early 
days, but through all vicissitudes the principles of Muslim govern¬ 
ment remained unchanged . 32 

Within this historical framework, the ulama emerged as part of the estab¬ 
lished structure of authority in Muslim societies. This means that the 
“ulama establishment” developed as something different from simply being 
the people of knowledge, acting as “intellectuals,” in Muslim societies. By 
the era of the peak of power of the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury, the “official” ulama were a significant part of the state structure and 
the institutions of the status quo. 

Within the ulama, as a result of the evolution of Muslim societies, there 
developed a variety of different modes of operation. Already by the thir¬ 
teenth and fourteenth centuries, the lines were relatively clearly drawn be¬ 
tween what might be thought of as the ulama bureaucrats and the ulama 
intellectuals. For some, the conviction developed that it was better to ac¬ 
cept the decisions of earlier thinkers rather than engage in independent in¬ 
formed interpretation, while others saw such independent analysis as the 
continuing responsibility of appropriately learned scholars. This was the 
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conflict over taqlid (“imitation”) versus ijtihad ("independent judgment”). 
While some argued that the “Gate of Ijtihad” had been closed, others 
maintained that properly informed intellectuals could, and should, con¬ 
tinue to engage in ijtihad. 

On the issue of submission to political authority, a similar difference de¬ 
veloped. In the political and military instability of the thirteenth and four¬ 
teenth centuries, many ulama adopted positions of political “realism” like 
that of Badr al-Din Ibn Jama’a (1241-1333), “who declared military power 
pure and simple as constituting the essence of ruler ship.” 13 He argued 
that “Self-investure by armed force is lawful, and obedience is due to such a 
ruler.” 34 In this perspective, “authority is preferable to anarchy. The old- 
established principle that the caliph can be deposed if he acts contrary to 
the Shari'a, or that if he issues regulations contrary to it he must be dis¬ 
obeyed, has been quietly abandoned in favour of obedience to any lawfully 
constituted authority.” 35 

A contemporary of Ibn jama’a, Taqi al-Din Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya 
(1263-1328), represents a different perspective, which maintained the role 
of the intellectual as critic. While Ibn Taymiyya also accepted the need to 
avoid anarchy and obey those in power, 36 he stressed the need for all Mus¬ 
lims, both rulers and ruled, to follow the obligations of their faith. No one 
was to be free from the obligation to encourage virtue and condemn vice. 
Early in his career as a scholar in the Mamluk domains of Syria and Egypt, 
he refused to accept important posts, probably in order “to remain free to 
criticize practices he deemed not in keeping with the tenets of Islam.” 37 
Throughout his life he was “a forceful advocate of a reform of the adminis¬ 
tration in the spirit of the ideal Shad’d. This brought him into conflict with 
the authorities and frequently into prison.” 38 

Ibn Taymiyya claimed the right of ijtihad and used his independent 
judgment in rearticulating the general principles provided by the Quran 
and the Sunnah (the Traditions of the Prophet and the general path of the 
early Community). In his strong criticism of both the political and commu¬ 
nal life of his time, and in the way he articulated that critique, he helped to 
define the intellectuals’ alternative to the stable ulama establishment that 
was emerging by the thirteenth century. 

Ibn Taymiyya is a classic representative of a distinctive style of the Is¬ 
lamic intellectual critic. In Muslim societies, the most visible and histori¬ 
cally significant form of the intellectual tradition of critical separation 
from existing conditions involved a call for the renewal of the community 
by a return to, or strict application of, the Quran and Sunnah. This process 
of renewal, or tajdid, is a longstanding and important tradition within Is¬ 
lamic history. 39 Reformers for centuries have identified themselves with 
this tradition of tajdid, with scholars and historians developing lists of the 
great renewers ( mujaddids ) of Islamic history. 40 

The history of intellectuals in Muslim societies provides an important 
foundation for activist reforming intellectuals in the twentieth century. 
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The roots of the tradition lie in the emergence of the people of knowledge, 
the ulama, as a significant force within the Islamic community. The ulama 
as a whole represent in important ways the activities of intellectuals in 
Muslim societies, and the full complexities of the many different roles of in¬ 
tellectuals can be seen in the many different ways that ulama gradually re¬ 
sponded to changing conditions over the centuries. Shils, who has defined 
“traditions of intellectuals” largely as they developed in Western European 
societies, defines the context of these scientist, romanticist, populist, apoc¬ 
alyptic, and anti-intellectual traditions in a way that also applies to Muslim 
intellectuals: 

The tension between the intellectuals and the powers—their urge to 
submit to authority as the bearer of the highest good—whether it be 
order or progress or some other value—and to resist or condemn au¬ 
thority as a betrayer of the highest values—comes ultimately from 
the constitutive orientation of the intellectuals towards the sacred. 
Practically all the more concrete traditions in the light and shadows 
of which intellectuals have lived express this tension. 41 

In this tension, the contrasts between the traditions represented by Ibn 
Jama’a and Ibn Taymiyya can be clearly seen. Within Islamic traditions, 
the critical Muslim intellectual tradition takes a “tajdid/ renewalist” rather 
than a “romantic” or “scientistic” mode. 

In the “paradigm” for understanding roles of intellectuals suggested by 
Lipset and Basu, the tajdid tradition tends to be a “moralist" one in which 
“the intellectual is both the examiner and the evaluator ... the con¬ 
science of society. . . . The moralists hold up the society to scorn for fail¬ 
ing to fulfill basic agreed upon values. They challenge those running the 
society with the crime of heresy.” 42 In contrast, the more establishment or 
bureaucratic ulama operate more in the style of intellectuals as “pre¬ 
servers” and “caretakers.” 43 

The structures and contexts of Muslim societies have important re¬ 
sources for the intellectuals of the modern era. The general evolution of 
the roles of ulama in the Islamic world and the specific development of the 
tajdid tradition as a style of intellectual activity provide an important foun¬ 
dation for the emergence of the Muslim activist intellectuals of the late 
twentieth century. 


Intellectuals in the Modern 
Muslim World 

During the past two centuries, Muslim societies, like all other societies 
around the globe, have experienced significant transformations. The lives 
and roles of intellectuals in every society have been radically changed as a 
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part of these transformations. In the Muslim world, three developments 
have been of special importance in the emergence of the Muslim activist 
intellectuals during the final decades of the twentieth century. As a part of 
the interaction with the West and the consequent Westernization and 
modernization of significant sectors in Muslim societies, a grouping (or 
“class”) of “secular intellectuals” emerged. These people were similar to, 
and possibly both inspired and created by, their counterparts in the evolv¬ 
ing modern societies of western Europe and North America. Second, there 
was a significant decline in the importance of the classically defined ulama 
among the intellectuals in Muslim societies. Third, by the end of the nine¬ 
teenth century, a new type of Muslim intellectual began to develop in 
which many of the characteristics of both the modern secular intellectual 
and the tradition ulama were visible, at first, often, in uncomfortable com¬ 
promise and then in increasingly effective synthesis. 


Emergence of Secular Intellectuals 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century in many parts of the Muslim 
world, people began conscious efforts to reshape and reform their societies. 
There was a growing sense of inadequacy and weakness in the face of the 
expanding European imperial and industrial powers. These reforms in¬ 
volved not only changing structures of government but also increasingly 
important efforts to provide the information and knowledge necessary for 
such modernizing (at first almost exclusively “Westernizing") efforts. 
Schools of a new type were established, and by the final decades of the 
nineteenth century the result was the development of “a new educated 
class looking at itself and the world with eyes sharpened by western teach¬ 
ers, and communicating what it saw in new ways.” 44 

This “new class” was different from the ulama in training, institutional 
loyalties, and visions of the world and represented the emergence of a new 
type of intellectual in Muslim societies. The experience in the Arab world 
had many special characteristics, but in its general trends it was represen¬ 
tative of the broader Muslim world’s experiences. 

Not since the high Middle Ages had an educated elite arisen in the 
Arab world that was distinctly separate from the closed religious 
stratum of the ulema, who for generations had monopolized learning 
and intellectual activity. The impact of education and of the new 
ideas slowly but inexorably broke this monopoly; by the end of the 
nineteenth century a new intelligentsia had emerged. 45 

The development of this new intellectual class was a relatively long 
process, but it emerged as a grouping of “secular intellectuals” similar to 
what had emerged in Western Europe. This secular character was a funda¬ 
mental part of this “New Class” as it developed earlier in Western Europe. 
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An “episode decisive in the formation of the New Class” was “a process of 
secularization in which most intelligentsia are no longer trained by, living 
within, and subject to close supervision by churchly organization. . . . 
Secularization is important because it de-sacralizes authority-claims and 
facilitates challenges to definitions of social reality made by traditional 
authorities.” 46 

There were many different approaches among the intellectuals in the 
Muslim world of the late nineteenth century, with some making significant 
efforts to maintain a clear identification with older formal articulations of 
the Islamic tradition. However, these more Islamically oriented intellectu¬ 
als were pushed to the periphery, and following World War I, the “intellec¬ 
tual and social orientation shifted toward an irreversible westernizing 
and secularist direction. . . . Islam, among the educated strata, was ab¬ 
sorbed into secular ideology,” and in the interwar period the group that 
“gained undisputed political ascendancy in both Egypt and the Fertile Cres¬ 
cent was the Muslim secularists." 47 

The domination of a secularist orientation for elite intellectuals in Mus¬ 
lim societies increased during the middle of the twentieth century. In what 
many observers saw as the Muslim country that was the most successful in 
its modernizing transformation, Turkey, the political system was officially 
secular, and most of the intellectual and political elites in the Muslim world 
accepted and supported that perspective. One popularizing tract on “mus- 
lim heroes of the twentieth century” written by a Sri Lankan Muslim in¬ 
cluded Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the Turkish reformer who created the 
secular republic. 48 Similarly, Anwar al-Sadat, who in the 1970s proclaimed 
himself to be the “believing president" of Egypt, spoke of his love and ad¬ 
miration for Ataturk. 49 Elsewhere secularism was less explicit and official, 
but it was the dominant tone. A well-informed analysis of Middle Eastern 
politics noted, in the early 1970s, that in “every Middle Eastern country, 
political and social change must accomodate itself to the lingering religious 
consciousness of its inhabitants” but affirmed that the dominant tone and 
path was set by the fact that the “twentieth century is a secular age.” 50 A 
later edition of this book said that by “the 1960s Arab nationalism ap¬ 
peared to have triumphed . . . [although] [s]ecular Arab nationalism 
had never been firmly established as the undisputed state-ideas of coun¬ 
tries such as Egypt, Iraq, and Syria.” 51 By 1990, it was clear that the secu¬ 
lar intellectuals and the political elite of which they were a part had been 
unable to transform their secularist and semisecular ideologies into mass 
movements or to reconstruct the worldviews of the majorities in their soci¬ 
eties in a more fully secularist way. However, the modernizing and western¬ 
izing secular intellectuals succeeded in providing the worldviews and vi¬ 
sions for the political elite that has been created by the transformations of 
the past two centuries. Most states in the contemporary Muslim world are 
based on ideological foundations provided by the secular intellectuals in 
Muslim societies. 
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The secular intellectuals were products of new modes of education 
and the transformations resulting from the dynamics of Westernization 
and modernization and were a separate “new class.” They emerged as 
the dominant intellectual grouping in the first half of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury, reaching possibly a peak of influence and power in the days of 
the worldwide emergence of various forms of “radical socialism” during 
the 1960s. However, their generic political secularism did not become the 
hegemonic worldview in societies in the Muslim world (or elsewhere), 
and by the 1990s, the older style of a relatively “pure” secularism was 
being challenged significantly, even in some of its most solid bastions like 
Turkey. 

The “secular intellectual" remains an important factor in the Muslim 
world. The contemporary role of the secular intellectuals is almost “clas¬ 
sic” in these societies as a separated, sometimes alienated, grouping. They 
are most visible as active critics of authorities and policies in the emerging 
postsecularist world. The “new class” of secular intellectuals first devel¬ 
oped as a small minority within the strata of intellectuals in modern Mus¬ 
lim societies. In that context, the major alternative to them was the tradi¬ 
tional “religious intellectual” grouping among the ulama. The success of 
the secular intellectuals in the twentieth century is related both to the 
needs of modernizing societies and also to the weaknesses of the ulama in 
the modern era. 


Decline of the Ulama 

As the ulama developed as a special grouping within Muslim society, 
they became identified with established institutions and were more pre¬ 
servers and caretakers than moral critics. Already by the fourteenth cen¬ 
tury, the ulama as a class were coming under criticism. Ibn Khaldoun ar¬ 
gued that the scholars of his own time could not be thought of as “the 
heirs of the prophets.” The standing of the scholars simply “reflects an af¬ 
fectation of respect for their position in the royal councils, where it is de¬ 
sired to make a show of reverence for the religious ranks. . . . The jurist 
who is not pious . . . has not inherited anything. He merely makes rul¬ 
ings for us as to how to act. This applies to the majority of contemporary 
jurists.” 52 

In some major areas, like the Ottoman Empire, the ulama had become 
an institutionalized part of the ruling system. This gave real power to the 
scholars but opened the way for the organizations of scholars to become 
closely tied to political institutions that were subject to decline. In Ottoman 
domains, there was a long-term decline of the prestige and effectiveness of 
the bureaucratic, preserving ulama through intellectual rigidity tied to a 
standardized official educational system, corruption in the operation of of¬ 
fices, and the emergence of a wealthy and hereditary Ottoman “Molla aris¬ 
tocracy.” 53 Although it is clear that the modernizing transformations of 
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the nineteenth century had a major negative impact on the role of the 
ulama, the roots of the decline are deeper. By the eighteenth century, it 


is difficult to avoid the impression that in reality the position of the 
Ulema was gravely undermined. Though they still preserved the ap¬ 
pearance of power, it was beginning to wear thin. . . . The pitiable 
spectacle which the Seyhs [teachers] were to present during the 
nineteenth century was not solely the result of the rapid overthrow 
of the old social order. It was the sudden culmination of a long 
process that had gradually sapped their moral position. 54 

Some of the most important criticism of and opposition to the ulama 
establishments throughout the Muslim world came from ulama in the 
tajdid tradition. At the beginning of the nineteenth century in West Africa, 
the great jihad led by Uthman dan Fodio involved a “constant attack” on 
“the evil scholars” (ulama al-su) who had compromised in practice with 
local non-Islamic traditions. 55 In the same era, one of the leading intel¬ 
lectuals in Yemen whose works were widely known, Muhammad al- 
Shawkani (d. 1834), argued that the rigid adherence of ulama to the texts 
of their law schools (taqlid) was a form of idolatry, which made those 
ulama unbelievers. 56 

During the nineteenth century, the most active ulama were those 
within the tajdid tradition of Muslim intellectuals. While they clashed with 
the emerging secular intellectual, they had, in the long run, little direct im¬ 
pact on the direction in which their societies were moving. They did have a 
very important indirect effect by keeping alive authentically indigenous 
traditions of critical intellectual life that could provide inspiration for the 
later Muslim activist intellectuals. 

The majority of the ulama in most Muslim societies emerged in the 
nineteenth and twentieth century as a declining conservative force. The 
educational institutions under their control lost resources, students, and 
influence and in many places were simply taken over by the states, which 
were increasingly dominated by secularist modernizers. Perhaps the major 
symbolic culmination of this trend was the nationalization in 1961 of the 
great historic Islamic university of al-Azhar in Cairo. The justification was 
the need to “train a new generation committed to and capable of con¬ 
tributing to modernization and development. As a result, the university 
lost much of its independence both academically and politically.” 57 

The basic fact about the role of the “traditional” ulama in the modern 
world is “that the 'ulama as a group lost their position as an uncontested 
intellectual elite in the Arab world,” 58 and this is true elsewhere as well. 
Except “for a few bold spirits . . . the 'ulama' responded to the challenge 
of modernity by withdrawing into a defensive conservatism” 59 at the same 
time that the modernizing secular intellectuals were emerging as a major 
force. The old-style ulama proved to be unable to provide inspiration or 
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help for the emerging modern-educated Muslims in the context of the 
rising influence of secularism. 

The experience of Hasan al-Banna as recounted in his autobiography 
illustrates this weakness well. In the 1920s, al-Banna was a modern- 
educated Egyptian who was training to be a schoolteacher. He was con¬ 
cerned by what he saw as the increasing moral corruption of his society 
caused by Western intellectual and political domination. Al-Banna went 
to leading ulama in hopes of finding ways of resisting this growing cor¬ 
ruption and instead was advised to retreat quietly into his own personal 
world of religious thought. 60 It was only after this disillusionment with 
the leading ulama that al-Banna began to organize his own activist (and 
non-ulama) association dedicated to strengthening Islamic faith and 
practice. 

The failure of the old-style ulama to provide any real alternative to the 
secular intellectuals in the nineteenth and early twentieth century may be 
the single most important aspect of the rise of the contemporary Muslim 
activist intellectual. The conservative ulama have not had much success in 
maintaining their influence either in the days of imperial rule or under the 
conditions of political independence. 

The colonial and postcolonial moment in the Arab world has led to a 
noticeable erosion in the religious and social position of the “ulama” 
as the traditonal intelligentsia class in the world of Islam. The func¬ 
tion of the traditional ‘alim is to preserve and transmit religious 
knowledge. A new type of Muslim intellectual (the Islamist) is being 
born—one who is critical of the “ulama,” yet who, nevertheless, 
shares nearly the same world-view of Islam. The new Muslim intel¬ 
lectual takes a more activist role, and is forced, therefore, to interpret 
the contents of Islam in a new way. 61 

In the final decades of the twentieth century, it was the challenge from 
the new Muslim intellectuals rather than from the Westernizing secular in¬ 
tellectuals that was transforming the role of the old-style ulama most dra¬ 
matically. The secular intellectuals were unable to create effective ties with 
the masses or with the new, increasingly large, educated classes in Muslim 
societies. Secularist nationalism and radicalism also were unable to coopt 
the old-style ulama and transform them. Even though the states could se¬ 
cure their grudging cooperation in issuing appropriately nationalist or so¬ 
cialist rulings, few of the old ulama establishment ever were convincingly 
converted to radical socialism or secularist nationalism. 

The ineffectiveness of the traditional ulama meant that the way was 
open for the emergence of a new style of Muslim intellectual who would 
work to create a modern but not secularist alternative to both the conser¬ 
vative ulama and the secular intellectuals. To a remarkable degree, the 
new intellectual perspectives peripheralized the old secular intellectuals 
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and converted the traditional ulama into more activist Islamic advocates 
and reformers. 


Modern Muslim Activist 
Intellectuals 

Many modern-educated Muslims were and are dissatisfied with the alter¬ 
natives represented by both the new secular intellectuals and the tradi¬ 
tional ulama. The secularist Westernizing vision did not provide a satisfac¬ 
tory tie to the cultural foundations of the Muslim intellectual’s identity. In 
addition, by the late nineteenth century, the West meant not just modern 
ways of doing things but also imperial domination and control of Muslim 
societies, so the intellectual who was “too secular" in a Westernizing sense 
might be seen as an agent of imperialism. However, many in the ruling 
elites and virtually all of the new educated class recognized the absolute 
necessity of reform and modernization. As a result, the static conservatism 
of most of the old-style ulama was seen as dangerous, and the tajdid tradi¬ 
tion was still represented, in much of the nineteenth century, by ulama 
who maintained a nonmodern vision of the world. 

Between these two alternatives, there were people who worked to create 
a Muslim approach to modernity that could be both authentically Islamic 
and effectively modern. In the early part of the nineteenth century, it 
seemed that such a synthesis might be possible without too much difficulty. 
This possibility is shown by the experience of Rifa’a al-Tahtawi (1801- 
1873), an Egyptian scholar with the traditional training for ulama, who 
spent five years (1826-1831) in Paris as the imam of an educational mis¬ 
sion sent by the Egyptian reforming leader, Muhammad Ali. Tahtawi be¬ 
lieved that the ulama “are not simply guardians of a fixed and established 
tradition. ... He believed that it was necessary to adapt the Shari’a to 
new circumstances and that it was legitimate to do so. . . . If the 
’ulama’ are to interpret the Sharia in the light of modern needs, they must 
understand what the modern world is.” 62 In his efforts, which included 
translations and writing a variety of studies, Tahtawi 

did not devote much time to reconciling what he advocated with the 
Qur’an. Tahtawi was fortunate enough to write at a time when 
Western imperialism was not yet making serious incursions into his 
native Egypt. He did not face the dilemma that wracked so many 
later Muslim intellectuals—how to advocate modernization without 
encouraging servility to the West and discouraging confidence in 
one’s own cultural resources. 63 

By the final decades of the nineteenth century, the dilemmas created by 
European imperial expansion and the recognized need for modernization 
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made a “middle position” much more difficult. The alternatives were, in 
general terms, to accept the sheer power of European imperialism and try 
to articulate a “modern Islam” or to organize militant opposition to Euro¬ 
pean expansion with a minimum of Westernization. Efforts to accomplish 
the former came to be called Islamic modernism, while the latter was the 
most visible activity of the people engaged in nonmodern tajdid as they 
confronted European imperialism. In either case, the situation was domi¬ 
nated by the fact of the overwhelming might of the Western powers. 

During the nineteenth century the older dynamics of the history of the 
tajdid tradition produced a number of movements and groups that had 
little relationship to the efforts to bring together Western and Islamic ele¬ 
ments. However, once established, these movements at times became im¬ 
portant in providing the basis for resistance to Western imperial expan¬ 
sion. An important example is the development of Sufi brotherhoods in the 
tradition of Ahmad ibn Idris (i750?-i837), a North African scholar who 
taught in Mecca for a long time and whose students organized a remark¬ 
able number of important Islamic movements during the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. 64 One of his students, Muhammad bibn Ali al-Sanusi, established the 
Sanusiyyah brotherhood, which played an important role in resistance 
first to French imperial expansion in Africa and then to the Italian con¬ 
quest of Libya in the twentieth century and whose head finally became the 
first king of independent Libya in 1952. 

Many other teachers who combined being scholars with being leaders 
of effective brotherhood organizations were important in resisting Euro¬ 
pean expansion. It was the Amir Abd al-Qadir, a Qadiriyyah shaykh, who 
led Muslim resistance to the French conquest of Algeria in the 1830s and 
1840s and Amir Shamil (1796-1871) of the Naqshbandiyyah who led the 
fighting against the Russian conquest of the Caucasus. The Mahdi in the 
Sudan was a quiet scholar in the tajdid tradition who led a movement in 
the 1880s that established an "Islamic state” after driving Egyptian and 
British forces out of the country. All of these movements represented a 
resistance to European expansion that was firmly within the tajdid tradi¬ 
tion but gave virtually no recognition to the need to “rethink” basic ideo¬ 
logical positions. Unaware of the “need to modernize,” such movements 
ultimately were defeated. They provided inspiration but no intellectual 
content for later nationalists. They did, however, keep alive the indigenous 
tradition of tajdid that could become a resource for later Muslim activists. 

The most influential, in modern terms, of the efforts to create a middle 
position between the secular intellectuals and the old-style ulama were 
those that created what has come to be called Islamic modernism. While 
this involved some resistance to European imperialism, it was primarily an 
effort to create a synthesis of modern Western and Islamic intellectual tra¬ 
ditions. The most prominent of these new Islamic modernist intellectuals is 
Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-1897), who traveled throughout the Mus¬ 
lim world calling for the creation of Pan-Islamic unity in opposition to the 
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West and a modern-style rationalist interpretation of the Islamic tradition. 
“His legacy of reinterpretation of Islam in a modernist, pragmatic, anti¬ 
imperialist direction and his political activism have been of great impor¬ 
tance to the modern Muslim world.” 65 

Al-Afghani was more politically oriented than most of the Islamic mod¬ 
ernists of the end of the nineteenth century. The major expressions of this 
modernist position were presented by intellectuals who accepted the fact of 
foreign (non-Muslim) rule in their society and worked to create an effec¬ 
tively modern interpretation of Islam. The leading figures in this were 
Muhammad Abduh in Egypt, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan in India, and Ismail 
Gasprinskii in the Russian Empire. Each of these men accepted rule by 
non-Muslims and worked to develop programs of modern and authenti¬ 
cally Islamic education and interpretation. Both secular intellectuals, who 
adopted a more nationalist tone, and the conservative ulama, who opposed 
the modernist rationalism, rejected the Islamic modernists and their 
efforts. 

For a brief period of time in the early twentieth century, the Islamic mod¬ 
ernists looked like they might play a major role in the development of Mus¬ 
lim societies. The journal of the modernists in Egypt, al-Manar, was read 
throughout the Muslim world and inspired many imitators, from magazines 
in the islands of southeast Asia to discussion groups in North Africa. The 
Islamic modernist mode had some appeal but strong opposition. The mod¬ 
ernist ulama “found themselves opposed not only to the reactionary tradi¬ 
tionalists ‘who resisted all change,’ but to the young ‘renegades’ who 
wanted ‘to westernize Islam ... to make Muslims forget their history 
and abandon their heritage.’” 66 In this context, following the deaths of the 
major figures of the late nineteenth century, there was a tendency for Is¬ 
lamic modernism to develop in two different and contradictory directions. 
Some, like Rashid Rida, the editor of al-Manar, tended to emphasize the need 
to defend a more traditionally articulated Islam and moved modernism in a 
more traditionalist direction. Others, like Qasim Amin, stressed the modern 
elements of this tradition and essentially became secular intellectuals and 
participated in their triumph in the interwar era. 

The secular intellectuals did not fully desert the task of presenting 
Islam, but they presented a romanticized version that would fit comfort¬ 
ably into a secularist worldview. The affirmation of a nonsecularist version 
of Islam became the task of a new kind of intellectual who could be seen as 
an heir to al-Afghani and Abduh but was quite different from them. Egypt, 
as is common, provides the prototype of this person and movement in 
Hasan al-Banna and the Muslim Brotherhood. 

In the interwar era, a new type of Muslim intellectual began to emerge. 
This person was heir to the modernist efforts of al-Afghani and Abduh 
(and Ahmad Khan and others) but was different in terms of the evaluation 
of the West. While Abduh emphasized the importance of a rational articu¬ 
lation of Islam and accepted the validity of Western rationalist thought, as 
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well as accepting the fact of British rule in Egypt, al-Banna was actively 
anti-imperialist and saw much of the Western intellectual heritage as en¬ 
couraging unbelief and undermining Islam. Similarly, in South Asia, Abu 
al-Ala al-Mawdudi began to present a position that was in contrast not 
only to the West-accepting rationalism of Ahmad Khan but also the more 
mystical philosophical positions of the twentieth-century Indian Islamic 
modernist Muhammad Iqbal. Mawdudi’s work eventually resulted in the 
creation of the Jama'at i-Islami as a parallel to the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt. 

The people who joined the Muslim Brotherhood and the Jama’at were 
modern-educated Muslims who were unable to believe the traditional 
ulama but were unwilling to accept the secularist positions of the Western- 
izers. Al-Banna and Mawdudi were not content simply to provide intellec¬ 
tual formulations for people to read; they established organizations that 
people could join. These leaders represented anew kind of Islamic intellec¬ 
tual, committed to and relatively knowledgable in Islam but not traditional 
ulama. They were, instead, modern-educated and able to speak to the 
growing proportion of Muslim societies who were also modern-educated 
but not willing to become secularists. 

In the era of anti-imperialist nationalism, the secularist intellectuals 
spoke for nationalist aspirations. They provided the intellectual founda¬ 
tions both for the liberal nationalisms that achieved independence and the 
radical nationalism that succeeded them in countries like Egypt. In this 
context, al-Banna, Mawdudi, and others like them were on the fringes of 
power and public visibility. However, at the end of the 1960s, there was 
a profound discouragement with the lack of achievements by the radical 
secularist elites. The secular intellectuals were unable to produce a new 
version of secular modernity that could cope with this crisis. 

By the 1970s, virtually all Muslims were directly involved in the increas¬ 
ingly global, modern world. The '‘modern-educated” classes in Muslim so¬ 
cieties were a growing proportion of Muslim societies, and these societies 
were rapidly urbanizing. The old elitist visions of the secularists, which had 
few roots in the Islamic traditions and which were important to the newly 
educated and urban masses, and the social and political institutions that 
had been created by Western-style modernizers had proven to be woefully 
inadequate. Among the modern educated classes, a new style of Muslim 
intellectual emerged, who was committed to effective transformation of so¬ 
ciety but within the framework of ideologies and programs that could be 
identified as authentically Islamic. In spirit, these new Muslim intellectuals 
were a continuation of the radical tajdid tradition in Islam. In practice, 
they built on the accomplishments of the early Islamic modernists and the 
new-style Muslim associations created by Mawdudi and al-Banna. They 
created activist programs of reform and social transformation that could 
be clearly identified as Islamic but, at the same time, went far beyond the 
traditionalism of the remaining conservative ulama establishment. 
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This new alternative attracted people from both the old secular intellec¬ 
tual establishment and the more traditional ulama organizations. Mustafa 
Mahmoud, a former Marxist, could become a prominent figure in Islamic 
revivalist life in Cairo and could speak of “my trip from doubt to faith.” 67 
Khalid Muhammad Khalid, the Egyptian intellectual who caused a major 
debate in the 1940s with a book calling for the separation of religion and 
politics, joined those calling for an Islamic state in the 1980s. The key to 
this new development was the emergence of the Muslim activist intellectu¬ 
als and the perspectives that they articulated. 

These Islamically oriented activist intellectuals are the subject of this 
book. They are people whose lives are in many ways very different; how¬ 
ever, at the core, they share a number of important characteristics. While 
they are all well informed in Islamic traditional studies, they are not tradi¬ 
tional ulama. Although they are real intellectuals in their general interest 
and work in defining and expressing concepts and symbols, they are ac¬ 
tivists in that they are directly involved in political and social affairs rather 
than standing aloof as intellectual critics. There are many individuals 
throughout the Muslim world who are among this emerging group, and 
only a few could be discussed in a single volume, so the coverage obviously 
is not comprehensive. The individuals included in this book illustrate im¬ 
portant dimensions of the role of the activist intellectuals in shaping 
contemporary Islamic life and can be divided into three groups: the early 
activists after the middle of the century who articulated important founda¬ 
tions for the Islamic resurgence; the “second generation" who became an 
important part of the resurgence in the 1970s and 1980s; and a third 
group, whose work in the 1990s represents a further development of intel¬ 
lectual and political involvement in the context of the Islamic resurgence 
as part of the established mainstream. 

Three individuals reflect the early articulation of the activist intellectu¬ 
als’ contributions at the beginning of the era of the Islamic resurgence, 
creating new modes of organizing Islamic thought. Ismail al-Faruqi be¬ 
came a prominent scholar in Western universities and traveled widely in 
the Muslim world. He was an important figure in the development of the 
Islamization-of-knowledge project, which provides a significant intellec¬ 
tual foundation for much of the late-twentieth-century Islamic resur¬ 
gence. Khurshid Ahmad is part of the Jamaat-I Islami tradition in South 
Asia and was both an activist and a prominent intellectual in the definition 
of a new disciplinary vision of Islamic economics. Maryam Jameelah is an 
American convert to Islam who became, by the early 1960s, a highly visi¬ 
ble articulator of a postapologetic Islamic discourse. The “second genera¬ 
tion” became important as the Islamic resurgence became a major factor 
in Muslim world developments. Hasan Hanafi, an Egyptian philosopher, 
extended the efforts of redefining intellectual methods and, in the global 
context of the 1960s and 1960s, worked to define an Islamic liberation the¬ 
ology. Rashid Ghannoushi and Hasan Turabi became leaders of Islamist 
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movements in Tunisia and Sudan, with Ghannoushi ending up in exile as 
the leader of a major opposition movement and Turabi coming to power as 
the leading idealogue for an Islamically oriented military regime. 

In the 1990s, Islamic intellectuals emerged in new relationships to po¬ 
litical power. The Islamic Republic had been in existence for more than a 
decade in Iran, and Abdolkarim Soroush provides an example of a rethink¬ 
ing of the Islamic revolutionary tradition. In Malaysia, the former leader of 
an activist Islamic student organization, Anwar Ibrahim, became deputy 
prime minister and then, following arrest and a political trial, the leading 
symbol of opposition. In Indonesia, Abdurrahman Wahid, a leader of one 
of the largest Islamic organizations in the world and a prominent intellec¬ 
tual, became president of the country following the downfall of the long¬ 
standing regime of Suharto. These people represent important trends in Is¬ 
lamic intellectual life, reflecting the continuing globalization of Islamic life 
and the articulation of activist perspectives regarding diversity and the 
changing nature of modern and postmodern society. 

These nine individuals through their activist lives and intellectual con¬ 
tributions represent highly significant forces within the contemporary 
Muslim world. In many ways, they can be viewed as makers of contempo¬ 
rary Islam. 
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I 



ISMAIL RAGl AL-FARUQl 

Pioneer in Muslim-Christian Relations 


Ismail Ragi al-Faruqi’s untimely death (murdered with his wife, Lois 
Lamya al-Faruqi, a scholar of Islamic art, on May 24,1986) cut short the 
life of a creative mind, productive scholar, and provocative colleague. He 
was a pioneer in the development of Islamic studies in America and in in¬ 
terreligious dialogue internationally and an activist who sought to trans¬ 
form the Islamic community at home and abroad. 

Faruqi’s Palestinian roots, Arab heritage, and Islamic faith made the 
man and informed his life and work as a scholar. Issues of identity, authen¬ 
ticity, acculturation, and Western political and cultural imperialism, so 
common in recent years, were continuous themes in his writing, though he 
addressed them differently at different stages in his life. His early emphasis 
on Arabism as the vehicle of Islam was tempered by a later centrality ac¬ 
corded to Islam and Muslim identity. He would draw on these sources 
intellectually, religiously, and aesthetically throughout the rest of his life. 


Early Life and Education 

After an early traditional Islamic education at the mosque school, al- 
Faruqi attended a French Catholic school, College des Freres (St. Joseph) in 
Palestine. This was followed by five years at the American University of 
Beirut, where he earned his bachelor’s degree in 1941. He entered govern¬ 
ment service and in 1945, at twenty-four, became governor of Galilee; the 
future direction of his life seemed set. All came to an abrupt end with the 
creation of the state of Israel in 1948, and Faruqi became one of thousands 
of Palestinian refugees, emigrating with his family to Lebanon. His life and 
career as an administrator in Palestine now tragically ended, he, like many 
other Palestinians, turned to academia to rebuild his life and career. 
America became the training ground where he prepared himself by earn¬ 
ing master’s degrees at Indiana and Harvard and in 1952 a doctorate in 
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philosophy from the University of Indiana. These were difficult years; 
added to the trauma of exile from his homeland was the struggle to survive 
and support himself in his studies. 

Although Faruqi successfully completed a doctoral degree in Western 
philosophy, both a scarcity of jobs and an inner drive brought him back to 
his Islamic intellectual heritage and roots. He left America for Cairo, where 
for four years, from 1954 to 1958, he immersed himself in the study of 
Islam at Cairo’s famed al-Azhar University. Returning to North America, 
he became a visiting professor of Islamic Studies at the Institute of Islamic 
Studies and a fellow of the Faculty of Divinity at McGill University from 
1959 to 1961, where he studied Christianity and Judaism. He then began 
his professional career as professor of Islamic studies at the Central Insti¬ 
tute of Islamic Research in Karachi from 1961 to 1963. During the follow¬ 
ing year he returned to America as a visiting professor of the history of re¬ 
ligions at the University of Chicago. In 1964, he obtained his first full time 
permanent position as associate professor in the Department of Religion at 
Syracuse University. He finally moved to Temple University in 1968 to be¬ 
come professor of Islamic studies and history of religions, a post he re¬ 
tained until his death in 1986. During an extremely active and productive 
professional life that spanned almost thirty years, he authored, edited, or 
translated twenty-five books, published more than one hundred articles, 
was a visiting professor at more than twenty-three universities in Africa, 
Europe, the Middle East, and South and Southeast Asia, and served on the 
editorial boards of seven major journals. 


Arabism and Islam 

Ismail al-Al-Faruqi’s Arab/Palestinian Muslim identity was at the center of 
the man and the scholar. For him, Arabism and Islam were intertwined; 
yet it is possible to identify two phases or stages in his life and thought. In 
the first, Arabism was the dominant theme of his discourse. In the second, 
Islam occupied center stage as he assumed the role more and more of an 
Islamic activist intellectual, functioning both as an academic and a Muslim 
leader nationally and internationally. The first phase of his thought is 
epitomized in his book On Arabism: Urubah and Religion. 

Here, Arabism is the central reality of Islamic history, faith, and culture. 
It is “as old as the Arab stream of being itself since it is the spirit which an¬ 
imates the stream and gives the momentum." 1 Indeed, it is the soul of the 
Arab stream of being, molded by the consciousness that God is and that he 
is one. 

The borders of Arabism, for Faruqi, were indeed far-flung and inclusive, 
embracing the entire Islamic community ( ummah ) and non-Muslim Arabs 
alike. For Faruqi, Arabism was not simply an idea but a reality, an identity, 
and a set of values, integral to and inseparable from the identity of all Mus- 
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lims and all non-Muslim Arabs. It was the very spirit of the ummah. Ara- 
bism incorporated not only the Arabic-speaking members of the Arab world 
but also the entire world community of Muslims, since Arab language, con¬ 
sciousness, and values are at the core of their common Islamic faith. 

Faruqi read the Quran through Arab eyes. As Arabic is the language of 
the Quran, so the content of revelation is regarded as a message to the 
Arabs. Thus, he believed, Arabs are the referent for the Quranic declara¬ 
tion: “Ye are the best people brought forth unto mankind.” Regarding this 
reading as a judgment of faith, he could formulate the following syllogism 
based on the Quranic mandate to enjoin good and prohibit evil: “To enjoin 
good, forbid evil and believe in God is to be ethically the best; The Arabs en¬ 
join the good, forbid evil and believe in God; therefore, the Arabs are ethi¬ 
cally the best.” 2 The Arabs are an elite who ought to be expected to do bet¬ 
ter than those who are non-Arabic-speaking. 

The centrality of Arabism (urubah) to Islamic history and civilization in 
Faruqi's thought can be seen in the titles that he selected for the four pro¬ 
jected volumes of his series on Arabism: Urubah and Religion, Urubah and 
Art, Urubah and Society, and Urubah and Man. He regarded Arabness or 
Arab consciousness as the vehicle for the divine message and its imma¬ 
nence in faith, society, and culture. In this sense, Arabness was central to 
the history of religion or, more specifically, to the three prophetic faiths. 
Faruqi could declare that Arabism was cointensive with the values of Islam 
as well as with the meaning of the Hebrew prophets and Jesus. 3 

Al-Faruqi also maintained that Arabism is the heart of non-Muslim 
Arab identity, though it is often not recognized as such because of the in¬ 
fluence of European colonialism: “[non-Muslim Arabs have] lived every 
value that Arabism recognized, including the Quranic values, but have re¬ 
grettably maintained a pseudo-consciousness of a separate identity, under 
the indoctrination, encouragement and political instigation of foreigners 
in pursuit of imperialistic aims.” 4 Faruqi’s position here was rooted in his 
distinction between Arab Christians and Western Christians. The former 
have preserved the faith, original Christianity, in its pristine Semitic purity 
from what he regarded as the accretions and distortions of Jesus’ message 
by the Pauline West. For this, he maintained, they were regarded as here¬ 
tics and schismatics, persecuted by their coreligionists. Driven from their 
lands, Arab Christians, he declared, were often more at home and able to 
function under the aegis of Islam. 

Whether in his Arabist or his later Islamic activist period. Ismail Faruqi 
was a person who believed in and therefore sought to interpret reality as 
an integrated, interrelated whole. Its foundation and center is belief in 
God; Islam provides the fullest expression of God’s will for humankind and 
the value system to be followed. If Arabism is the spirit and best expression 
of Islamic values in a human community, then the pieces that do not seem 
to fit, such as non-Arab Muslims and non-Muslim Arabs, are to be under¬ 
stood as unconscious or uncultivated expressions of Arabism. 5 
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While few questioned Arab influence on non-Arab Muslim faith and 
culture or Arab Muslim influence on non-Muslim Arabs, the implication 
that they both find their ultimate expression and fulfillment in Faruqi’s in¬ 
terpretation of Arabism was regarded by many others as an attempt to es¬ 
tablish the hegemony of Arab Islam or, more precisely, Arab Muslim cul¬ 
ture. This attitude is reflected in Faruqi's observation that “[t]his difference 
between a Muslim and a Christian Arab does not constitute a difference in 
culture or religion or ethics, but in personality”. 6 

As we will show, Faruqi’s later work and writing focused on a com¬ 
prehensive vision of Islam and its relationship to all aspects of life and 
culture. However, he also continued in later life to maintain the special 
place of Arabism in Islam based on the integral relationship of Arabic 
to both the form and content of the Quran: "the Quran is inseparable from 
its Arabic form, and hence . . . Islam is ipso facto inseparable from 
urubah .’’ 7 

Faruqi was quick to distinguish urubah from any form of Arab nation¬ 
alism or ethnocentrism. He regarded any emphasis on nationality or eth¬ 
nicity as a modern phenomenon. Thus. Arab nationalism of any kind was 
to be rejected as a western import introduced by Arab Christians such 
as Constantin Zurayk and Michel Aflaq under the influence of modern Eu¬ 
ropean notions of nationalism. Such narrow ethnocentric nationalisms 
sharply contrast with Faruqi’s understanding of an Arabism rooted in the 
universal revelation of the Quran, and therefore the common legacy to all 
Muslims. He believed that these Western-inspired nationalisms constitute 
a new tribalism (shmbiyyah) aimed at undermining the unity and univer¬ 
sal brotherhood of the ummah. 8 

During the period just prior to and after the writing of On Arabism, 
Faruqi was often described as a Muslim modernist. His approach in teach¬ 
ing and interpretation bore this out. His course on modern Islam focused 
on the work and writings of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh, 
Sayyid Ahmad Khan, and Muhammad Iqbal, rather than, for example, 
Hasan al-Banna, Sayyid Qutb, or Mawlana Mawdudi. Living and working 
in the West, Faruqi tended to present Islam in Western categories to engage 
his audience as well as make Islam more comprehensible and respected. In 
explaining Islam through his writing and lectures to an often ignorant, ill- 
informed, or hostile western audience, Faruqi emphasized the place of the 
ideal (the principles, beliefs, and values of Islam) over the realities of con¬ 
temporary Muslim life. In particular, he emphasized reason, science, 
progress, the work ethic, and private property. Like the fathers of Islamic 
modernism, he often presented Islam as the religion par excellence of rea¬ 
son, science, and progress. Ironically, though he decried Western cultural 
penetration and influence, both his choice of categories and his criteria in 
explaining and defending Islam were Western. Indeed, some have argued 
that he presented Islam within the worldview of the Enlightenment and 
the Protestant work ethic. 
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From Arab Nationalist to Islamic 
Scholar-Activist 


During the 1950s and 1960s, Ismail Faruqi sounded like an Arab heir to Is¬ 
lamic modernism and Western empiricism with his emphasis on Islam as 
the religion of reason par excellence. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, he 
progressively resolved this struggle with his identity, assuming the role of 
an Islamic scholar-activist. Reflecting on this transitional period, he remi¬ 
nisced: “There was a time in my life . . . when all I cared about was 
proving to myself that I could win my physical and intellectual existence 
from the West. But, when I won it, it became meaningless. I asked myself: 
Who am I? A Palestinian, a philosopher, a liberal humanist? My answer 
was: I am a Muslim!” 9 

This shift in orientation was evident in the recasting of his intellectual 
framework as well as his activism. Islam replaced Arabism as the primary 
focus and reference point. The projected series of books on Arabism was re¬ 
placed by books and articles on Islam. Instead of Arabism and the culture 
or Arabism and society, it was now Islam and culture, Islam and society, 
Islam and art, Islamization of knowledge. Islam had always had an impor¬ 
tant place in Faruqi’s writing, but it now became its center and organizing 
principle. Islam was presented as an all-encompassing ideology, the pri¬ 
mary identity and source of unity of an otherwise diverse worldwide com¬ 
munity of believers and the guiding principle for society and culture. This 
approach, this wholistic Islamic worldview, was embodied in a new phase 
in his life and career as he continued to write extensively, to lecture and 
consult with Islamic movements and national governments, and to organ¬ 
ize Muslims in America. Intellectually, it was epitomized in such works as 
Tawhid: Its Implications for Thought and Life and in his last publication, The 
Cultural Atlas of Islam, which he coauthored with his wife, Lois Lamya 
al-Faruqi. 


Islam: An Ideological Worldview 

Faruqi saw the world through the prism of his Islamic faith and commit¬ 
ment, focused on issues of identity, history, belief, culture, social mores, in¬ 
ternational relations. Whatever the national and cultural differences 
across the Muslim world, for Ismail al-Al-Faruqi analysis of the strengths 
and weaknesses (past, present, and future) of Muslim societies began with 
Islam—its presence in society and its necessary role in development. As we 
view his writings and activities during the 1970s and 1980s, we see old 
themes and new concerns, all brought together now under the umbrella 
of Islam. His analysis of the plight of Muslim societies, its causes and 
cure, are cast in an Islamic mold. Spiritual malaise, the Westernization 
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of society, education, poverty, economic dependence, political fragmenta¬ 
tion, military impotence, the liberation of Jerusalem—all were addressed 
from within an Islamic context. It was Islam, rather than Arabism or Pales- 
tinianism, that was now to be the starting point and primary frame of 
reference. 


Islam and the West 

Ismail Al-Faruqi laid the failures of Muslim societies at the doorstep of the 
West and the Muslim community alike. He believed that the Crusades, 
European colonialism, Zionism, and superpower (U.S.-Soviet) neocolonial¬ 
ism were the formative influences in the West’s attitude and policies and 
enduring political and cultural realities in the contemporary Muslim 
world. The Westernization of Muslim societies begun during the colonial 
era afflicted modern Muslim states and societies. Nationalist governments 
spread this “despicable Western virus,” a variation of the old disease of 
tribalism (shuubiyyah), which divided and weakened the ummah. West¬ 
ernization, informed by secularism and based on the principles and values 
of a spiritually bankrupt West, focused on material progress, neglecting 
the integral place of the spiritual. 10 

Religion, Faruqi maintained, was marginalized by nationalist govern¬ 
ments and modern elites. Modernization programs were uncritically 
adopted and transplanted from the West, alienating Muslims from their 
past and making them a caricature of Westerners. A debilitated commu¬ 
nity was further weakened by its political, economic, military, and cultural 
dependence on the West. But what of those Muslims and movements that 
have undertaken Islamic responses to revitalize the ummah? While al- 
Faruqi was a great admirer of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century revival¬ 
ist movements, he believed that they were ill prepared to face the chal¬ 
lenges from the West. They enjoyed only limited success. Similarly, modern 
associations like Hasan al-Banna's Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt failed to 
delineate in sufficient detail their Islamic blueprint for society. Whatever its 
accomplishments and gains. Faruqi found the condition of the Islamic 
community in a generally sorry state: divided and dependent, an easy prey 
to its internal and external enemies. He believed that revival (tajdid) and 
reform (islah), an Islamic reformation, were the order of the day. 


Islamic Reform 

An old Christian acquaintance of al-Faruqi once commented that al- 
Faruqi believed that Islam was in need of a reformation and, he believed, 
al-Faruqi aspired to be its Luther. In all probability, al-Faruqi would have 
preferred the term mujahid , a true straggler for Islam, or, more simply, 
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being known as a muslim, one whose submission is a lifelong struggle to re¬ 
alize or actualize God’s will in personal life and in society. The writing and 
activities of the last decade of his life reveal a man driven by his desire and 
commitment to reform or change the present and future condition of Mus¬ 
lims. Equipped with his knowledge of Islam and Western thought, he never 
ceased his struggle to provide the “ideational depth” and processes he 
thought were needed for the inculturation and implementation of Islam in 
Muslim societies. At the same time, he continued his efforts to present his 
vision of Islam to the West, convinced that the Children of Abraham (Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims) had to reach an accommodation on religious as 
well as political and cultural grounds. 

Al-Faruqi combined the spirit of the Islamic modernists such as Egypt’s 
Muhammad Abduh and Pakistan’s Muhammad Iqbal with the revivalist 
outlook of earlier leaders such as Saudi Arabia's Muhammad ibn Abd al- 
Wahhab. Like ibn Abd al-Wahhab, he was bitterly critical of the corrosive 
effects of Sufism and outside cultural influences on Islam and convinced of 
the need to see all of Muslim life as rooted in the doctrine of tawhid, God’s 
unity or oneness. 11 

Islam was to be the primary referent in all aspects of life. At the same 
time, Faruqi was an heir to the Islamic modernist legacy with its emphasis 
on Islam as the religion of reason. Reason and revelation were means to 
knowledge of the divine will: “knowledge of the divine will is possible by rea¬ 
son. certain by revelation. ” 12 We can see in Faruqi’s writings the twofold in¬ 
fluence of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab and Muhammad Abduh, both 
of whose works included a study of tawhid. This is particularly evident in 
Faruqi’s Tawhid: Its Implications for Thought and Life. Like Abduh and ibn 
Abdul Wahhab, he grounded his interpretation of Islam in the doctrine of 
tawhid, combining the classical affirmation of the centrality of God’s one¬ 
ness with a modernist interpretation (ijtihad) and application of Islam to 
modern life. Tawhid is presented as the essence of religious experience, the 
quintessence of Islam, the principle of history, of knowledge, of ethics, of 
aesthetics, of the ummah, of the family, of the political, social, economic, 
and world orders. Tawhid is the basis and heart of Islam’s comprehensive 
worldview: “All the diversity, wealth and history, culture and learning, wis¬ 
dom and civilization of Islam is compressed in this shortest of sentences— 
La ilaha ilia Allah [There is no God but God]. ” 13 

The extent to which Faruqi was the product of and bridged two worlds 
is demonstrated by the ideas and language he employed in his writing and 
talks for both non-Muslim, Western audiences and his brothers and sisters 
in Islam. It is particularly striking in Tawhid, which was written as a “Mus¬ 
lim Training Manual.” Here, despite his audience, his presentation of Islam 
combines Islamic belief and values with Western philosophical/religious 
issues and language. Some might attribute this simply to the influence of 
his Western education and his living in the West, but it would probably be 
more correct to credit it to his desire to present Islam as the only viable re- 
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sponse to modern issues that, in his estimation, Western culture has failed 
to adequately address. This approach met a twofold need. It offered a mod¬ 
ern interpretation of Islam and took into account the Western cultural tra¬ 
dition that had increasingly penetrated the education and lives of Muslims. 
Thus, for example, Islam is presented as the religion of nature, true hu¬ 
manism, ethics, and society. Tawhid provides a unity to nature, person- 
hood, and truth that subordinates them to God and, in turn, resolves any 
concern about a conflict between religion and science, affirms the ethical 
dimenson of Islam, and legitimates the need to rediscover the Islamic di¬ 
mension of all knowledge through a process of Islamization. Al-Faruqi 
clearly affirmed the integral or essential relationship of Islam to all of re¬ 
ality: “The Islamic mind knows no pair of contraries such as “religious- 
secular,” “sacred-profane," “church-state,” and in Arabic, the religious 
language of Islam, has no words for them in its vocabulary.” 14 

His penchant for Western philosophical language can be seen in such 
statements as: "Hedonism, eudaemonism and all other theories which find 
moral value in the very process of natural life are [the Muslim’s] bete 
noire .” 15 It is even more pronounced in his observation that “He [the Mus¬ 
lim] is therefore an axiologist in his religious disciplines of exegesis, but 
only to the end of reaching a sound deontology, as a jurist.” 16 The use of 
Western categories and language did not betray an uncritical acceptance 
of and assimilation to Western culture. Indeed, it was to counter such dan¬ 
gers to Islam that Faruqi in his later years in particular focused on what he 
termed the Islamization of knowledge. 


Training a New Generation 

A major focus of al-Faruqi’s work was the education of a new generation 
of Muslims, schooled in modern methods but Islamically oriented. Believ¬ 
ing that many of the problems of the Muslim world are due to its elites and 
the bifurcation of education in Muslim societies, he addressed this problem 
in a variety of ways. Typically, he combined thought with action, ideology 
with its institutionalization and implementation. He traveled extensively 
and regularly throughout the Muslim world, lecturing at universities and 
to Muslim youth groups and carefully recruiting students for his program 
at Temple University in Philadelphia. Their presence at Temple enhanced 
the learning experience of non-Muslim students, but, more important, 
provided an opportunity for Muslims to obtain modern university educa¬ 
tion combining the study of Islam, the history of religions, and other reli¬ 
gious traditions. He and his wife, Lois Lamya Faruqi, enjoyed a transna¬ 
tional extended family. They often looked after the material needs as well as 
educational requirements of their students, providing for many a home 
(family) away from home. 

Organizationally, al-Faruqi was a leader in the Muslim Student Associa- 
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tion, a founder and president of associations of Muslim professionals such 
as the Association of Muslim Social Scientists, and chairman of the board 
of trustees of the North American Islamic Trust. Throughout his scholarly 
life, he combined his commitment to Islam and Islamic studies with his role 
as an historian of religion and an ecumenist. At the same time that he 
worked so feverishly to establish Islamic studies programs, recruit and 
train Muslim students, and organize Muslim professionals, he also estab¬ 
lished and chaired the Islamic Studies Steering Committee of the American 
Academy of Religion (AAR; 1976-1982), the largest professional associa¬ 
tion of professors of religion. For the first time, Islamic studies enjoyed 
a strong presence in the AAR through a series of panels convened every 
year at the annual meeting and the publications that resulted from the 
procedings. 17 

By the late 1970s, Faruqi had become restless and frustrated with his 
situation at Temple University. Budget cuts, departmental politics, and con¬ 
flicting priorities kept him from building the kind of program in Islamic 
studies that had first attracted him to Temple. His own work was moving 
him more and more in the direction of what may be described as strategic 
planning for and implementation of Islamic reform. As we have shown, he 
had increasingly devoted the bulk of his energies to sketching out his inter¬ 
pretation of the meaning of Islam and its implications for Muslim society 
and to organizing and educating Muslims. He realized that implementing 
new, non-Western models for the development of Muslim societies and 
communities, abroad and at home, required the training of new genera¬ 
tions of Muslims and the organized efforts of those experts who were 
available. 

In his last years, several projects in particular typified his “mission,” 
consuming the major portion of his time and energies. He established the 
American Islamic College in Chicago and served as its first president. For 
more than a decade he had talked about creating a major Islamic univer¬ 
sity in the United States where Islamic studies and training could be done 
as he had envisioned them. His plans were grand, and on a number of oc¬ 
casions they seemed close to realization. However, he had to settle for a 
more modest beginning with a small college in Chicago. At the same time, 
he realized a long-held dream when, in 1981, he created the International 
Institute for Islamic Thought in Virginia. He realized that while one might 
object to the uncritical adoption of Western models of political, economic, 
social, and educational development, they are the established, entrenched 
models. Appeals and demands for more Islamically oriented states and 
societies had to move beyond criticism of the status quo and ideological 
rhetoric regarding Islamic alternatives. Islamic activism had to be prepared 
to move beyond opposition to implementation. It no longer was enough to 
decry what one was against and to proclaim what one was for; it was im¬ 
perative to possess specific, concrete plans for the new Islamic order. 

The growth of Islamic movements and of government appeals to Islam 
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underscored, Faruqi believed, the pressing need for think tanks of experts 
prepared to bridge the bifurcated world of modern secular elites and more 
traditional religious leaders. Such organizations could provide the studies 
and plans needed to address the question of what modern Islamic political, 
economic, social, and legal systems should look like. At the heart of his vi¬ 
sion was the Islamization of knowledge. He regarded the political, eco¬ 
nomic, and religiocultural malaise of the Islamic community as primarily 
due to the bifurcated state of education in the Muslim world with a result¬ 
ant lack of vision. He believed that the cure was twofold: the compulsory 
study of Islamic civilization and the Islamization of modern knowledge. 
Here we find his familiar themes, a combination of the influences of the Is¬ 
lamic modernist and revivalist traditions. These include the belief that the 
weakness and failures of Muslims were the result of the abandonment 
of ijtihad (interpretation), which is the source of creativity in Islam; the 
tendency to oppose revelation (wahy) to reason (aql); the separation of 
thought from action; and cultural and religious dualism. In typical fash¬ 
ion, Faruqi combined thought and action. He published several pieces, in¬ 
cluding Islamization of Knowledge and “Islamizing the Social Sciences”; 18 
organized and participated in international conferences on the Islamiza¬ 
tion of knowledge in such countries as Malaysia and Pakistan; and served 
as an advisor to both Muslim governments and Islamic organizations and 
as a consultant to universities from Africa to Southeast Asia. 

Faruqi's desire to develop, institutionalize, and implement the Islamiza¬ 
tion of knowledge was realized in 1981 when he and like-minded col¬ 
leagues such as Abdul Hamid Abu Sulayman, Taha Jabir Alalwani, and 
Jamal Barzinji established the International Institute of Islamic Thought 
(HIT) in Herndon, Virginia. 19 Believing that Muslim intellectuals and the 
Muslim community had uncritically followed Western social sciences, 
rooted in a Western ideological vision and set of values, IHT sought to pro¬ 
vide an Islamic vision that would Islamize knowledge by Islamizing con¬ 
temporary academic disciplines. In this way, Muslim societies and commu¬ 
nities could modernize without becoming Westernized. They could borrow 
and benefit from the best of science and technology while basing their de¬ 
velopment on Islamic principles and values. The Institute has throughout 
the years of its existence promoted its vision and agenda through publica¬ 
tions, seminars, and conferences and the creation of a network of offices in 
Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. 


Muslim-Christian Relations 
Interreligious Dialogue 

As Faruqi traveled around the world in his capacity as an Islamic scholar- 
activist, so too he was an active participant, a modern Muslim pioneer, 
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in international ecumenical meetings. From the early publication of his 
Christian Ethics in 1967 to Trialogue of the Abrahamic Faiths, he demon¬ 
strated his enduring interest and commitment to interfaith dialogue. He 
was a major force in Islam’s dialogue with other world religions. During 
the 1970s he established himself as a leading Muslim spokesperson for 
Islam, one of a handful of senior Muslim scholars (including Fazlur Rah¬ 
man and Seyyed Hossein Nasr) known and respected in both Western aca¬ 
demic and ecumenical circles. His writings, speeches, and participation 
and leadership role in interreligious meetings and organizations sponsored 
by the World Council of Churches, the National Council of Churches, the 
Vatican, and the Inter-Religious Peace Colloquium (of which he was vice- 
president from 1977 to 1982) made him the most visible and prolific Mus¬ 
lim contributor to the dialogue of world religions. His writings and presen¬ 
tations set out the principles and bases for Muslim participation in 
interreligious dialogue and social action. 20 

As On Arabism was the product of his study and lecturing in Cairo at Al- 
Azhar and the Institute of Higher Arabic Studies at Cairo University, so too 
his experience at McGill University's Institute of Islamic Studies resulted in 
his first major ecumenical work, Christian Ethics. A Muslim study of Chris¬ 
tianity, it was an ambitious two-year project. He read widely in the history 
of Christian thought and Christian theology and had the opportunity to 
enter into extended conversation and debate with colleagues such as 
Wilfred Cantwell Smith, then founder and director of McGill’s Insti¬ 
tute; Charles Adams; and Stanley Brice Frost, then dean of the Faculty of 
Divinity. 

In its time, Christian Ethics was a ground-breaking exercise—a modern- 
trained Muslim’s analysis of Christianity. Faruqi combined an impressive 
breadth of scholarship, voracious intellect, and linguistic skills. While 
some took issue with his interpretation and conclusions, he could not be 
faulted for not doing his homework. His ecumenical intentions and desire 
to proceed as a historian of religions were evident at the outset. The ex¬ 
tensive introduction outlined the principles for what he called a metareli¬ 
gious approach, principles that transcended the boundaries of specific tra¬ 
ditions. This was followed by an assessment of Muslim-Christian dialogue 
and a critical evaluation of several Christian comparativists/theologians: 
Stephen Neill, Hendrik Kraemer, A. C. Bousquet, and Albert Schweitzer. 

Faruqi advocated the need to transcend an apologetic or polemic ap¬ 
proach to the study of comparative religions and to engage in what he re¬ 
garded to be a more objective, scholarly study. He indicted much of past 
scholarship as proceeding from the biases of past confrontations and con¬ 
flicts as well as missionary polemics and Orientalist distortions. In their 
place he proposed a methodology to transcend dogmatic theologies and get 
back to a “theology-free metareligion” by basing the analysis of religions 
on a set of self-evident principles. 

The difficulties of this undertaking were clear from the outset. Faruqi 
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spoke of his desire to contribute to the task of identifying the spiritual prin¬ 
ciples of the future unity of humankind and, more specifically, to bring 
about a rapproachment between Christianity and Islam by uncovering 
their deeper common ground. However, his claim to the right to recon¬ 
struct Christianity and to show Christians “where they have complacently 
allowed their ethical doctrine to run ad absurdum” was one that many 
found unacceptable. 

Al-Faruqi decried the study of Islam by Christians. Moreover, he main¬ 
tained that the majority of books written on the religions of other peoples 
by nonbelievers have been the products of the authors’ subjecting a reli¬ 
gion to standards taken from their own tradition. He concluded: “We do 
not know of any analytical book on Islam, for instance, written by a Chris¬ 
tian, which does not reveal such judgement of Islam by Christian or West¬ 
ern standards.” 21 Yet Faruqi’s analysis and critique of Christianity pro¬ 
vided a reverse case in point, often reflecting judgements informed by his 
Muslim faith. 


Methodological Principles of 
Interpretation 

The foundation of Faruqi’s approach to interreligious dalogue was the 
identification of “higher principles which are to serve as the basis for 
the comparison of various systems of meanings, of cultural patterns, of 
moralities, and of religions: the principles by reference to which the mean¬ 
ings of such systems and patterns may be understgood, conceptualized, 
and systematized.” 22 

The first principle was internal coherence, that is, that “the elements of 
which (something) is constituted are not contradictory to one another.” 23 
Thus, in the case of the doctrine of the Trinity, Muslims would maintain 
that there is in it an inherent contradiction. Similarly, Faruqi stated un¬ 
equivocally that internal coherence excludes recourse to paradox as a 
theological principle. He felt little need to respond to critics who might 
question the universal basis for his elevation of an assertion to the status of 
a self-evident truth. 

While Faruqi’s third principle maintained that God’s commands can 
not contradict one another, he did not indicate by what criteria competing 
truth claims and contradictory statements are to be reconciled or resolved. 
He does state that “after the rules of understanding religious systems (the 
theoretical and principles of internal and external coherence) have been 
scrupulously applied to a religion, we may expect that the internal contra¬ 
dictions of a religion have been removed.” 24 However, he never seemed 
concerned with the practical issues that such an approach raises, such as 
who is to make this judgment and on whose authority, how others would 
regard this assumption of authority, or how one would counter the charge 
that one person’s principles are another’s presuppositions. 
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What are the bases for assuming the validity of these principles? The 
answer to this question seems to be reason or rationality. Faruqi used rea¬ 
son to explain or critique Christianity. Jesus’ resurrection from the dead is 
sympathetically but psychologically explained by an underlying assump¬ 
tion that this is the only “rational” explanation. Other Christian doctrines, 
such as the divinity of Christ, are denied or refuted because they do not 
make sense. Al-Faruqi characterized his methodology as solely based on 
reason: “the analysis is rational, critical; and the only argument that may 
be brought against its principles is an error of reasoning.” 25 He main¬ 
tained that this was an objective, indeed “absolute," critique, saying that 
“this work is neither a ‘Muslim’s’ nor an ‘Islamic’ critique, but a human 
critique of Christian ethics.” 26 

He justified the seeming contradiction of this statement by asserting 
that his study embodied the Islamic spirit, which he identified with ration¬ 
ality itself, maintaining that “in Islam faith ( iman ) means conviction based 
upon certainty of evidence . . . whatever is oppugn to reason must ipso 
facto be repugnant to Allah.” 27 

While some might be tempted to simply see the influence of the early 
Mutazilah rationalist thought here, it is more accurate to note that Faruqi 
was an Arab Muslim trained in Western philosophy writing for a Western 
audience. Thus he employed the canons of modern Western scholarship 
(reason and empiricism) as the sole instruments for credible study and ar¬ 
gumentation. In the process, the historic tension between faith and reason 
in Islamic history and thought, as witnessed in the debates between the 
Asharites and the Mutazilah or the theologians and the philosophers, was 
bypassed or seemingly transcended. Longstanding theological positions 
and differences not only between Islam and other religions but also within 
Islam itself were transcended in order to focus on what he regarded as 
primary—ethics: “Let us drop our old questions regarding the nature of 
God, which have brought nothing but deadlocks: and let us turn to man, to 
his duties and responsibilities which are, in fact, none other than God’s 
will. Let God be whom He may: is it not possible—nay, necessary—that all 
men agree to establish divine will first?” 28 


Ethics 

Faruqi believed that emphasis on the will of God as seen in terms of human 
responsibility and accountability was the key to transcending theological 
differences and realization of the one brotherhood of humankind. Yet even 
this noble belief and intention had hidden presuppositions. He presumed 
that believers would more or less agree on divinely revealed ethical princi¬ 
ples, failing to acknowledge that though the three Abrahamic faiths have 
much in common, there are also important differences with regard to such 
issues as marriage (the permissibility of polygamy), divorce, alcohol con¬ 
sumption, birth control, and abortion. 
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Faruqi’s analysis of Judaism and Christianity is remarkable both for its 
scholarship and for its evaluative judgments. He studiously avoided the pit- 
fall of those Christian comparativists whom he faulted for having relied 
on secondary and tertiary writings rather than working with primary 
sources. He demonstrated a broad knowledge of biblical texts and scholar¬ 
ship. Christian history, theology, and ethics. Yet, ironically, although he 
maintained that the world religious community had little to gain from the 
work of missionaries and those who engage in the scientific study of reli¬ 
gion, some of the conclusions that follow from his metareligious critique 
are little different from those that might be found in the writings of a mis¬ 
sionary or a historian of religion. Thus, for example, his conclusion that 
Genesis's priestly tradition (editing) should more correctly be called forger¬ 
ies proceeds from Islamic beliefs and values about the nature of revelation 
and the community as well as metareligious principles grounded in 
reason. 

Faruqi’s judgment that Jesus' revolution was betrayed by Christianity, 
and thus his distinction between Christianism and true Christianity, struck 
many Christians as resulting from an analysis that used reason to arrive at 
Muslim conclusions rooted in Islamic revelation and belief. While his 
methodology may be different, missionary diatribe having been replaced 
by a sophisticated rationalist polemic, the results were the same. One can 
see this merger, as it were, in Al-Faruqi’s characterization of Jews as falling 
into two categories. On the one hand, there are those who rejected under¬ 
standing Hebrew scriptures in racial terms, whom he calls “un-Jewish,” or 
truly Mosaic, Jews. They “stand fundamentally, in our camp from which 
that which is called Hebrew Scripture is regarded as a heavily edited, oft- 
changed version of that divine Torah which God had entrusted to Moses.” 
And on the other hand are the Jews who “are regarded as those who gave 
up that divinely inspired pattern for the sake of tribalist self-seeking and as¬ 
sertion and preservation of their race.” 29 

Faruqi’s call for Christians and Muslims to join together in producing a 
new theology often seemed a call to jettison much of belief and tradition 
and accept Islam’s corrective vision of religious history. He maintained 
that a second reformation was required, which, though not rejecting all of 
the past, liberated itself from the authority and ambiguities of the cumula¬ 
tive tradition, from the Gospels and St. Paul to Barth and Tillich. Many 
Jews and Christians would wonder what is left. 30 

As in many other areas, Faruqi served as an example to other Muslim 
scholars of the importance of studying other faiths seriously. This belief 
was institutionalized at Temple University, where he insisted that Muslim 
students seriously study other faiths and write dissertations in comparative 
religions. He provided many observations and insights that challenged and 
forced others to appreciate and respond to an intelligent Muslim's per¬ 
ception and criticism of Christianity or Judaism. Faruqi’s analysis of the 


36 MAKERS OF CONTEMPORARY ISLAM 



two poles, or “pulls,” in Christianity—renunciation on the one hand and 
worldliness on the other—critiqued the ambivalence in much of Christian¬ 
ity toward money and power. He argued that Christian tradition celebrated 
the poverty and suffering of the crucified Christ and at the same time 
found it necessary to morally justify self-assertion and worldliness, the pur¬ 
suit of power through conquest and colonialism, as sacrifice and altruism. 
This understanding could be applied to the role of imperial Christianity 
and the papacy in Christian history as well as modern Christian apologias 
for European colonialism, neocolonialism, and Western capitalism. 

Stanley Brice Frost, dean of Divinity during Faruqi’s years at the Insti¬ 
tute of Islamic Studies at McGill University, summarized his position well: 
“He became a man of two worlds, intelligently at ease in both and at peace 
with neither.” 31 This grappling with his two worlds was no doubt responsi¬ 
ble for the writing of Urubah and Christian Ethics. Arabism, Islam, and 
Western Christian culture were Faruqi’s religious, historical, and cultural 
baggage. 


Conclusion 

The twentieth century has made enormous demands on Muslims through¬ 
out the world, swept along by the realities of rapid political, economic, and 
social change. It has brought the rise of nationalist movements, the emer¬ 
gence of modern states, increased modernization and Westernization, the 
creation of the state of Israel and with it a series of Arab lsraeli wars, the 
Arab socialist revolutions in the 1950s and early 1960s, civil and regional 
wars, and the resurgence of Islam in private and public life. Throughout 
this period, a series of influential Muslims, such as Muhammad Abduh, 
Muhammad Iqbal, Hasan al-Banna, and Mawlana Mawdudi, to name but 
a few, have attempted to address critical issues of religious faith and iden¬ 
tity. In recent decades, the world of Islam has had a number of prominent 
intellectuals who have combined the best of educations in Western univer¬ 
sities and their Islamic heritage and attempted both to explain Islam to 
non-Muslim audiences and to contribute to the contemporary interpreta¬ 
tion and understanding of Islam among Muslims. The growing impor¬ 
tance of a Muslim presence in America is reflected by the fact that the 
United States has also provided a context for this endeavor. Faruqi was 
among its most prominent representatives not only in the process of know¬ 
ing (religious reinterpretation and reform) but also of doing. In his publica¬ 
tions, scholarly colloquia, classroom teaching, ecumenical dialogues, and 
other activities, he wrote, spoke, and acted with the clarity and conviction 
of one who has a vision and mission. He was among the vanguard of Mus¬ 
lim intellectuals who settled in America but then reversed the process of 
knowledge transformation (from Muslim countries to the West). His vision, 
ideas, and impact were multilayered. They were transmitted through his 
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writings, his Muslim students (as well as non-Muslim students) who re¬ 
turned to teach and work in government ministries throughout the Mus¬ 
lim world, and the organizations and institutions he founded and led. He 
provided an important intellectual foundation for both the scholar- 
activists of the 1970s and 1980s and the emerging intellectual generation 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Ismail al-Faruqi was indeed a 
maker of contemporary Islam. 
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KHURSHID AHMAD 

Muslim Activist-Economist 


The Islamic resurgence has put Islam in the headlines and drawn a great 
deal of scholarly as well as media coverage. While one man, the Ayatollah 
Khomeini, has come to be equated with the resurgence of Islam in the pop¬ 
ular mind and imagination, in fact the reassertion of Islam in Muslim life is 
a broad-based, complex, multifaceted phenomenon that has embraced 
Muslim societies from Sudan to Sumatra. Its leaders and organizations are 
as varied as its manifestations. 

Contemporary Islamic revivalism has included a greater emphasis on 
religious identity and values in private and public life. As a result, organi¬ 
zations like the Muslim Brotherhood and the Jamaat-i-Islami, that combine 
both the private and public emphases, best reflect the dynamism and lead¬ 
ership of contemporary Islam. Khurshid Ahmad of Pakistan is among the 
dominant figures in this select group. An early follower of Mawlana Maw- 
dudi (1903-1979), the founder of the Jamaat-i-Islami, and a trained econo¬ 
mist, Khurshid has been a leader of the Jamaat, a member of the cabinet 
and senate of Pakistan, a father of modern Islamic economics, and an in¬ 
ternationally recognized Islamic activist. 

The economic dimension of the Islamic resurgence, while not in the 
headlines as a part of the Islamic revolution, is an important part of con¬ 
temporary Islam. Islamic economics involves both conceptual develop¬ 
ments and active concrete programs. During the past decade Islamic eco¬ 
nomic institutions (banks, finance houses, insurance) and taxes have been 
introduced in many countries. As in other areas of the resurgence, the in¬ 
terrelated emphasis on theory and practice has required leaders who are 
both theorists and activists. Khurshid Ahmad has been one of the leading 
figures in the emergence of Islamic economics as an intellectual discipline 
and as a foundation for new institutions and programs. He has combined 
an active commitment and participation in one of the major Islamic move¬ 
ments of the modern era with a career as an economist, working both in 
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academia and with governments and financial institutions in developing 
economic theory and practice within an Islamic framework. 

Khurshid Ahmad reflects in his life and thought the basic themes and 
dynamics of the emergence of contemporary Islamic economics. It is im¬ 
portant. then, to know his basic biography, since he is an activist as well as 
a theorist and his life is as important as his thought in reflecting the nature 
of Islamic economics. It is equally important to situate Khurshid Ahmad 
within the context of the Jamaat-i-Islami, a movement that has shaped his 
life and thought and thus informed his understanding and formulation of 
Islamic economics. This essay will examine Khurshid Ahmad’s life, the 
Jammat-i-Islami and his connections with it, and the fundamental ideas of 
Islamic economics as he sees them. 


Biography 

Khurshid Ahmad was born in Delhi, India, in 1932. His father, Nazir 
Ahmad, was a well-to-do businessman who was very active in Delhi soci¬ 
ety, involved in financing projects such as magazines and a student of po¬ 
litical science and Marxism. He was also active in Muslim politics during 
the preindependence period, serving as counselor to the Muslim League in 
Delhi. Among Nazir Ahmad's friends was Abul Ala Mawdudi, a journalist 
and writer on religious topics, who would later found the Jamaat-i-Islami 
(the Islamic Society), which come to play a central role in Khurshid’s life 
and development. 

Khurshid had a traditional Islamic education as a young boy; he was at 
the top of his class in the fourth grade and remained so throughout his 
later studies. He attended the Anglo-Arabic higher secondary school in 
Delhi. He was an excellent student and already showed an inclination to 
political activism. Influenced by his father, who was active in the Pakistan 
movement, he was elected president of the Children’s League in Delhi in 
1946. As a student leader he led demonstrations for Pakistan’s independ¬ 
ence regularly in the final months before partition. In 1948, after the parti¬ 
tion of the Indian subcontinent and the creation of Pakistan, Nazir Ahmad 
and his family emigrated, with millions of Muslims, to West Pakistan, trav¬ 
eling first to Lahore for a few months. Mawlana Mawdudi, the founder of 
the Jamaat-i-Islami, was also in Lahore and was a regular visitor at the 
Ahmad home in the Muslimtown section of Lahore. 

The family moved on to Karachi and settled there. Khurshid enrolled at 
Government College of Commerce and Economics. It was here that he 
would seriously encounter economics and the Jamaat, the twin passions of 
much of his life’s work. In 1949 he wrote his first article, on Pakistan’s 
budget, which was published in the Muslim Economist. This was also the 
time when he discovered Mawlana Mawdudi. He had known Mawdudi 
the man as a frequent visitor in his father’s house; in 1949 he encountered 
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Mawdudi the religious scholar for the first time. In particular, he was im¬ 
pressed with Mawdudi’s discussion of both Islamic and Western thought 
and the conflict between Western civilization and Islam. Khurshid had 
been exposed to Western thought through his father’s interest in political 
science and his schooling. In fact, he had written his first article in English. 
The young student was drawn to the writings of two other great Muslim 
thinkers who were schooled in both Western and Islamic thought and 
wrote about the contemporary relevance of Islam. Muhammad Asad (for¬ 
merly Leopold Weiss), an Austrian Jewish convert to Islam, had moved to 
Pakistan and written Islam at the Crossroads, which greatly impressed him. 
Muhammad Iqbal (1876-1938), the poet-philosopher and cofounder of 
Pakistan, who had earned a doctorate and a law degree in Europe, had 
dominated the first decades of the twentieth century subcontinent as a 
great poet of India-Pakistan. Although Khurshid, like most South Asians, 
had memorized his poetry as a child, it was only now, as a college student, 
that he discovered Iqbal the prolific Islamic modernist thinker and author 
who used both poetry and prose to explore such themes as the relationship 
of Islam to Western science and philosophy, the relevance of Islam as a 
comprehensive way of life, and the need for reinterpretation and reform to 
renew Islam to and revitalize the Muslim community. The latter themes 
were synthesized in Iqbal’s Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam. 

Khurshid Ahmad’s years at Government College in Karachi proved to be 
a significant turning point, setting him on a path he would pursue for the 
remainder of his life, for here he combined the intellectual and the reli¬ 
gious, embarking on the path of a scholar-activist. While he excelled as a 
student, he also became active in the Islami Jamiat-i-Talaba (IJT; Islamic 
Student Association), the student wing of Mawdudi’s Jamaat-i-Islami. 
Three fellow students were particularly influential in attracting him to the 
IJT: a fellow student of economics, Zafar Ishaque al-Ansari, who would 
later earn a doctorate in Islamic studies at McGill University and teach at 
the University of Petroleum and Mining Engineering in Dhahran, Saudi 
Arabia, and who is now director of the Islamic Research Institute in Islam¬ 
abad; Khurram Murad, who would train in science, write on Islam, and 
succeed Khurshid as director of the Islamic Foundation in Leicester, En¬ 
gland, and who is currently deputy amir (leader) of the Jamaat in Pakistan: 
and Khurshid’s older brother, Zamir, who studied science and then rose to 
the rank of vice-admiral in Pakistan's navy, prior to his death in 1985. Re¬ 
flecting back on this early exposure to the IJT, Khurshid Ahmad has re¬ 
marked that it “determined the future course of my life.’’ 1 In the fellowship 
of the IJT, Khurshid deepened his understanding of Islam and formulated 
his future activist orientation through his reading and discussion of 
Mawlana Mawdudi’s writings, in particular Let Us Be Muslims. The experi¬ 
ence moved him emotionally as well as intellectually: “It covers the funda¬ 
mentals of Islam (faith, prayer, worship) in a manner which moves the soul 
and the consciousness that to be a Muslim is something different. That is, 
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that it is not just belief (aqida) and prayer but also to play a new role in life, 
to have a mission to change the world.” 2 

In December 1949, he officially became a member of the IJT. The IJT 
were serious-minded students who held training programs in religious be¬ 
liefs, prayer, discipline, social etiquette. As he excelled as a student, so, too, 
he emerged as a gifted leader. In 1950, he was elected head of the IJT in 
Karachi. From 1953 to 1955, he served as president of the All-Pakistan Is¬ 
lamic Student Association. He introduced two major changes. A biweekly 
student newspaper, The Students' Voice, addressed current issues such as 
whether Islam could provide the basis for Pakistan’s constitution and stu¬ 
dent concerns; shortly after it published an open letter to the prime minis¬ 
ter on student problems, student riots broke out in Pakistan. Between 1952 
and 1956, he wrote a series of articles on Islam, capitalism, socialism, secu¬ 
larism, and Western civilization. As with other Muslim intellectuals of the 
time, such as Egypt's Sayyid Outb, who would become a principal ideo¬ 
logue of the Muslim Brotherhood, Khurshid Ahmad’s analysis of Islam 
and socialism explored the relationship of his religiocultural upbringing, 
Islam, to social justice. In particular, he emphasized the rights of labor and 
the poor in an attempt to demonstrate that Islam possessed its own notions 
of social justice and thus its own alternative to capitalism and the social ills 
of society. The second change, conducting weekly meetings at the univer¬ 
sity instead of private homes or mosques, gave the IJT a higher profile and 
reinforced its image as a student-based and student rights organization. 
The IJT became a center of campus politics with a reputation for excellent 
organization and dedication. It recruited students from the first day of class 
by replacing a British-inspired freshmen orientation, which emphasized 
drinking and hazing, with an “Introduction Day" when members of the 
IJT received new students and brought them to their classes and the li¬ 
brary. New students were assisted with books and given other means of 
support as well as offered opportunities to become involved in campus 
study groups, debates, and publications. Their recruitment and organiza¬ 
tion techniques paid off. In 1953, the IJT won its first campus-wide election 
at the Urdu College. By i960, Islamic Student Associations in Pakistan 
were winning from 60 to 80 percent of the student elections. 

The 1950s and early 1960s were a long formative period of develop¬ 
ment, both academically and Islamically, for Khurshid Ahmad. He earned 
his B.A. in commerce (First Class) in 1953, M.A. in economics in 1955, 
L.L.B. (First Class) in 1958, and M.A. in Islamic studies (First Class) in 1964. 
During that period, after serving as national president of the Islamic Stu¬ 
dent Association from 1953 to 1955. he formally joined the Jamaat-i-Islami 
as a full member in 1956. In addition to serving as editor of Students’ Voice 
(1952-1955), he was the editor of three other Islamically oriented publica¬ 
tions, New Era (1955-1956), Voice of Islam (1957-1964) and Chiragh-e-Rah 
(1957-1:968), as well as associate editor of the Iqbal Review (1960-1964). 
From 1955 to 1977, Khurshid taught economics in the Faculties of Eco- 
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nomics and Commerce at the Urdu College and in the Department of Eco¬ 
nomics at Karachi University. Increasingly, in the late 1960s and 1970s, as 
a member of the Jamaat, he combined teaching and writing as an econo¬ 
mist with dawa, the spread of Islam nationally and internationally. Under¬ 
standing his life, thought, and activities requires an appreciation of the na¬ 
ture and ideological outlook of the Jamaat-i-IsIami, which has provided the 
inspiration, motivation and context for his life’s work. 


The Jammat-i-Islami Experience 

The Jamaat-i-Islami was founded in Lahore, Pakistan, in 1941 by Mawlana 
Mawdudi as an ideological rather than a political party. Mawdudi, who had 
moved to Lahore in 1938, believed that Islam was a universal and compre¬ 
hensive way of life that should govern state and society. Critical of Muslim 
dependence on the West, he advocated an Islamic revolution—a gradual 
Islamization of all aspects of Muslim life: politics, law, economics, educa¬ 
tion, and social life. He had for a number of years been developing and 
disseminating his interpretation of Islam in his journal Tarjuman al-Quran 
(Exegesis of the Quran). Now, gathering around him seventy-five faithful 
followers, he set about realizing that vision. His goal was to train and pro¬ 
duce a dynamic nucleus, a vanguard of true believers who would consti¬ 
tute a new elite prepared to lead and implement a true Islamic society in 
the subcontinent. 

Formation, indoctrination, discipline, and religious propagation were 
cornerstones of the Jamaat. Its ideology and program came directly from 
the prolific writings of their leader, which were based on two principles— 
the unity and sovereignty of God: “The belief in the Unity and soverreignty 
of Allah is the foundation of the social and moral system propounded by 
the Prophets.” 3 That system was delineated and preserved in Islamic law 
(the Shariah), a sacred law based on God’s revelation (the Quran) and the 
example (Sunnah) of the Prophet Muhammad. Thus, Islam is an inte¬ 
grated way of life. Mawdudi believed that imitation of Western secularism 
(the separation of religion and the state), nationalism, capitalism, and 
Marxism were among the major causes of the decline of Muslim societies. 
The health, vitality, and power of the Islamic community (ummah) would 
only be restored by recognition that Muslims have their own divinely re¬ 
vealed and mandated Islamic alternative and a return to true Islam. 

The Jamaat recruited its members from schools, universities, and 
mosques. It attracted the urban middle class in particular: students, mer¬ 
chants, professionals. Modern learning and religious commitment were 
combined in an effort to produce a new educated elite that would be repre¬ 
sented in every sector of society. The organization’s message was propa¬ 
gated through student groups, worker organizations, research institutes, 
publications (newspapers, magazines, journals), preaching, social services. 
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and youth centers. As a result, the impressive impact and legacy of Maw- 
dudi has been twofold: first, it has provided the common understanding of 
Islam that has informed the training and activities of the Jamaat; second, 
Mawdudi's systematic presentation of Islam has had a broad impact on 
Muslims within the subcontinent and, through translation, the greater Is¬ 
lamic world. In Pakistan, he is among the most widely read authors, pro¬ 
viding middle-class Muslims with an intelligent, coherent explanation of 
Islam that speaks to modern concerns and issues. Internationally, Maw- 
dudi and the Jamaat have long been formative influences ideologically and 
organizationally. He is commonly regarded as among the most significant 
Islamic ideologues (along with Hasan al-Banna and Sayyid Qutb of Egypt’s 
Musli m Brotherhood) whose writings may be found from Morocco to In¬ 
donesia and beyond. 

From Khurshid Ahmad’s early days as a youth leader, editor, and profes¬ 
sor of economics, as well as editor and translator of Mawlana Mawdudi’s 
works, to the present, he has attempted to realize and extend the message 
of Mawlana Mawdudi and the Jammat. He has authored or edited some 
twenty-four books in English, written sixteen books in Urdu, translated 
and edited ten works of Mawdudi, authored many chapters and articles. 
He has often averaged three to six months a year lecturing at universities, 
participating in international ecumenical gatherings, speaking to Muslim 
audiences, and helping Muslims in Europe, Africa, Asia, and America or¬ 
ganize their communities. 4 

Like his mentor, Khurshid Ahmad believes that Islam is a divinely re¬ 
vealed code of life. The comprehensive guidance of Islam and its integral 
relationship to all aspects of life are rooted in the doctrine of tawhid. the 
unity or oneness of God. Absolute monotheism is the essence of Islam. Be¬ 
lief that there is one omnipotent, omnipresent Lord of the universe, creator 
and sustainer of the world, “points to the supremacy of the law in the cos¬ 
mos, the all pervading unity behind the manifest diversity. ... It pres¬ 
ents a unified view of the world and offers the vision of an integrated uni¬ 
verse. . . . It is a dynamic belief and a revolutionary doctrine. It means 
that all men are the creatures of God—they are all equal.’’ 5 

The vocation of humanity is to serve as God’s vicegerent, representative 
{.khilafa ), on earth, and to fulfill God’s will by establishing a new order of eq¬ 
uity and justice, peace and prosperity. This duty is encumbent on both the 
individual and the Muslim community. Thus, according to Khurshid, indi¬ 
vidual rights are counterbalanced by Islam’s emphasis on social responsi¬ 
bility. Similarly, Islam establishes an equilibrium between the material and 
spiritual aspects of life. Avoiding the Western pitfall of separation of the sa¬ 
cred and the secular, Islam is a complete way of life; “Islam provides guid¬ 
ance for all walks of life—individual and social, material and moral, eco¬ 
nomic and political, legal and cultural, national and international.” 6 It is 
this holistic vision of the world that undergirds the multifaceted yet reli¬ 
giously motivated and integrated career of Khurshid Ahmad. It also ac- 
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counts for his intellectual and ecumenical dialogue with the West, despite 
his deep criticism of it. 

One of the characteristics of contemporary Islamic revivalism is its 
criticism of the West and its assertion of the self-sufficiency of Islam. Maw- 
dudi, who had been self-educated in English and Western literature, had 
tended to cite Western sources in constructing his indictment of the West 
and its values, its hostility to Islam and decadence. In contrast, Islam held 
the answers to the failures of the West and Muslim decline. Khurshid 
Ahmad shared this indictment of the West. However, he represented the 
next generation, which had far more exposure to and mastery of Western 
education. Though critical, he also appreciated the importance of science 
and technology and that Muslim societies were part of an international 
political and economic system. For Khurshid Ahmad, knowledge of the 
past was necessary not only to understand the hostility and mistrust but 
also to inform efforts to develop better relations and cooperation with the 
West. His writing of Islam and the West in 1958 signaled the acceptance of 
this important distinction by Mawlana Mawdudi, who wrote in his fore¬ 
word: “The call of our times is that, with a view to achieving world peace 
and international amity, mutual relationship among different nations be 
reconstructed. . . . [T]he need for the establishment of a relationship 
of the people of Europe and America with the Islamic fraternity, on new 
foundations of good will and good-cheer, stands out as of paramount 
significance." 7 

While Khurshid critically reviewed the history of confrontation be¬ 
tween Islam and the West, the vilification of Islam and the Prophet 
Muhammad, and the impact of European colonialism (economic exploita¬ 
tion, political and cultural dominance, the imposition of Western educa¬ 
tion and Christianity, the attacks on Islam perpetrated by missionaries and 
Western scholars of Islam), these were now presented as the causes for 
Muslim distrust, which must be understood as a prerequisite for the new 
task at hand, mutual cooperation. In contrast to radical militants. Khur¬ 
shid Ahmad did not call for a total rejection of the West. He had spent a 
major portion of his time mastering Western knowledge, from history and 
religion to science and economics. Instead, he argued self-confidently that 
the basis for better relations was a redefining of the relationship of the 
West to the Muslim world from that of master and servant to that of equal 
partners. This would enable the two parties to coexist and interact without 
Muslims having to pay the price of domination and assimilation: “If the 
only practical ground of cooperation is the assimilation of the Western 
culture and rejection of Islam as we understand it, then there is no ground 
for any meeting. But if the cooperation is to be achieved on equal footing, 
then it is most welcomed.” 8 

Khurshid Ahmad’s activities from 1966 to the present have reflected 
this opening to the West. While retaining his position as a member of the 
foreign relations department of the Jamaat, he moved to Great Britain in 
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1968, where he resided until 1978. During that time, his assignment was to 
engage “in worldwide dawa." that is, propagation of Islam in Europe, 
Africa, and America. 9 He helped organize and served on the executive 
council of the Islamic Council of Europe, was a research scholar at the Uni¬ 
versity of Leicester (1969-1972), and established the Islamic Foundation in 
Leicester. The Foundation, though legally not affiliated with the Jamaat, is, 
nevertheless, inspired by its outlook and ideals. It publishes and distributes 
Islamic books (including new translations of Mawdudi’s writings), pub¬ 
lishes journals and bibliographies of Western and Muslim materials on 
Islam, conducts conferences, and engages in ecumenical programs. Khur- 
shid often traveled six months out of the year establishing and/or serving 
as a trustee of Islamic centers in Europe and Africa, lecturing at universi¬ 
ties and to Muslim organizations in Europe, America, and Africa, and initi¬ 
ating and participating in international ecumenical dialogues. The 
breadth and diversity of his activities are reflected in the offices he held 
during that time, among them director general of the Islamic Foundation 
in Leicester, England, member of the advisory council of the Centre for the 
Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, and vice-president of the 
Standing Conference on Jews, Christians, and Muslims in Europe. 

Events in Pakistan led to his return in 1978 to serve in the cabinet of 
General Zia ul-Haq, who in July 1977 had seized power from prime minister 
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto (1971-1977). Bhutto, as prime minister, had increas¬ 
ingly appealed to Islam to attract Arab oil money and enhance the legiti¬ 
macy of his socialist policies. At the same time, a coalition of opposition 
forces, representing a spectrum of religious and more secular-oriented par¬ 
ties, had joined together in the Pakistan National Alliance (PNA). Placing 
themselves under the umbrella of Islam, they rejected Bhutto’s Islamic so¬ 
cialism and promised an Islamic system of government. 

When Zia ul-Haq seized power, he used Islam to legitimate his rule, 
promising an Islamic system (nizam-i-Islam) and invited members of the 
PNA, and in particular those associated with religious organizations like 
the Jamaat-i-Islami, to join his government. The PNA components that 
joined the government included the Muslim League, the Pakistan Demo¬ 
cratic party, Jamiat-Ulema-i-Islami, and the Jamaat-i-Islami. Khurshid 
Ahmad, along with three other Jamaat members, became a government 
minister. He was federal minister (planning, development, and statistics) 
and deputy chairman of the Planning Commission in August 1978. Al¬ 
though the other members of the PNA resigned in April 1979. Khurshid 
(and the Jamaat) remained actively involved, both as an advisor to the gov¬ 
ernment and as a leader of the Jamaat, in Pakistan’s experiment in intro¬ 
ducing a more Islamically oriented system of governemnt. 

Khurshid was, at the same time, increasingly involved internationally 
in the Islamic revivalist tide that swept across much of the Muslim world. 
Because of his particular expertise, a primary focus of his activities was the 
development of Islamic economics and the implementation of Islamic re- 
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forms. While a professor at Urdu College and Karachi University, teaching 
basic courses in economics and comparative economic systems, he had 
begun to introduce Islamic perspectives on economic problems and even¬ 
tually to speak of an Islamic economic system. While Islamic universities 
such as al-Azhar in Cairo and Umm al-Qura in Mecca taught about the 
economic teachings of Islam, he undertook a a systematic effort to develop 
Islamic economics. He had served as vice-president of the First Interna¬ 
tional Conference on Islamic Economics in Mecca in 1976. Now he lectured 
and wrote on Islamic economics, created and became chairman of a think 
tank, the Institute of Policy Studies, in Islamabad, chaired the Second In¬ 
ternational Conference on Islamic Economics in Islamabad, became chair¬ 
man of the International Institute of Islamic Economics at the Interna¬ 
tional Islamic University, Islamabad, served as a member of the Supreme 
Advisory Board of the International Centre for Research in Islamic Eco¬ 
nomics in Saudi Arabia, and lectured and published books and articles on 
Islamic economics. International recognition for his contribution to Is¬ 
lamic economics and to the Muslim world has been given in many con¬ 
texts. He was elected the first president of the International Association of 
Islamic Economics, which was founded in 1986, a position he continues to 
retain. In 1988 he was awarded the first Islamic Development Bank prize 
for distinguished contribution to Islamic Economics. And in 1990 he was 
awarded the prestigious King Faisal award for service to Islam. 


Fundamental Ideas of 
Contemporary Islamic Economics 

In his full life of religious and political involvement, Khurshid Ahmad has 
participated in the creation of the contemporary discipline of Islamic eco¬ 
nomics. This has not been done in addition to his other activities but as a di¬ 
rect part of his active involvement in the Islamic movement. Like other 
contemporary Islamic activist thinkers, Khurshid combines theory and 
practice, not because he believes that this is the most efficient or effective 
way of operating but because he believes that it is the only way for a Mus¬ 
lim professional. His life as a believer, as a member of the Jamaat-i-Islami, 
and as an economist are combined in many important ways. 

As an economist, Khurshid has played an imprtant role in the evolution 
of economic thought and programs in the Muslim world. He has himself 
described the major lines of transition: 

Initially the emphasis was on explaining the economic teachings of 
Islam and offering Islamic critique of the Western contemporary 
theory and policy. During this phase most of the work was done by the 
Ulama, the leftists and Muslim social thinkers and reformers. Gradu¬ 
ally the Muslim economists and other professionals became involved 
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in this challenging enterprise. Perhaps the First International Confer¬ 
ence on Islamic Economics [held in 1976] . . . represents the wa¬ 
tershed in the history of the evolution of Muslim thinking on Eco¬ 
nomics. representing the transition from “economic teachings of 
Islam” to the emergence of “Islamic Economics.’’ 10 

This statement provides both a description of the changes taking place 
in the intellectual world of Islam and also an insight into Khurshid’s per¬ 
ceptions of those changes. It is clear that this transformation is something 
he approved and that it came to constitute the program and challenge to 
which he devoted his future activities as a Muslim economist. 

Khurshid Ahmad and other contemporary Muslim economists would 
maintain that the fundamental values and message of Islam are no differ¬ 
ent than they have been since the days of the Prophet Muhammad. What 
is new is the approach and method; the different approach can be seen 
clearly in Khurshid's works. 

The more traditional approach concentrates on “the economic teach¬ 
ings of Islam." There is an effort to search out all of the verses of the Quran 
that have specific economic implications. This is supported by a similar col¬ 
lecting of the Traditions ( hadith ) of the Prophet Muhammad that have an 
economic message. The description of the plans for a conference, “The 
Place of Economics in Islam,” held in New Jersey, in 1968, provides an ex¬ 
ample of the more traditional approach. Planners said there was to be “a 
classified presentation of relevant verses from the Quran and selections 
from the Hadith literature on the subject.” In this way it was hoped that 
prior to entering into the details of specific issues and practices, partici¬ 
pants in the conference would be reminded of the basic sources on which 
Muslim economic thought is based. 11 

This approach has as its foundation a vast aggregation of separate 
propositions and specific cases that are then used to provide the legitimiz¬ 
ing proof for particular positions. From the perspective of many Muslim in¬ 
tellectuals in the decades since World War II, this methodology had the ad¬ 
vantage of grounding the presentation in explicitly Islamic sources and 
fundamentals. It emphasizes the effort to go beyond apologetically trying 
to show that Islamic teachings and some Western concepts are compatible. 

At the same time, this approach has some problems. It tended to result 
in a collection of discussions rather than a more holistic and integrated 
analysis. In addition, the traditional approach involves the scholar in many 
of the traditional debates of Quranic study and hadith analysis. For exam¬ 
ple, old arguments about abrogation ( naskh ) of one hadith by another or of 
one Quranic verse by another become the necessary starting points for 
analysis. 12 These debates are regarded as of critical importance in presen¬ 
tations of “the economic teachings of Islam.” 

Islamic economics, however, is a more holistic enterprise. Muslim 
economists like Khurshid Ahmad are aware of specific Quranic verses 
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and traditions, but this is the foundation for their perspective rather 
than the starting point for their analysis. Khurshid makes this distinction 
clear in his definition of the “first premise” of Islamic development 
economics: “The first premise which we want to establish is that economic 
development is an Islamic framework and Islamic development economics 
are rooted in the value-pattern embodied in the Quran and the Sunnah” 
(emphasis added). 13 In Islamic economics, Khurshid speaks of the broader 
Quranic “value-patterns” rather than the specific provisions of parti¬ 
cular verses. This enables him to present a more broadly integrated model 
of Islamic economics rather than a list of Islamic characteristics and 
teachings. 

Certain basic themes and beliefs provide the foundation for the ap¬ 
proach of Khurshid Ahmad as an Islamic economist. These are often 
consciously distinguished from basic assumptions of Western economics. 
However, Khurshid’s perspective is not simply apologetic or defensive; it is 
an attempt to create an intellectual discipline on an Islamic basis so that it 
can provide guidance for operational programs and activities. 

The first principle of Islamic economics is that it is not a separate system 
describing a distinct aspect of human experience. Islam is seen as a com¬ 
prehensive system and a total way of life. In this framework, economics as 
a discipline is only part of the picture and must be integrated into other as¬ 
pects of analysis from the very beginning of the process. 

The comprehensive nature of Islam was one of the major keystones of 
the teachings of Mawdudi, and Khurshid maintains this principle. The im¬ 
plications of this comprehensiveness were clearly spelled out in essays by 
Mawdudi that Khurshid edited and published recently. It is clear that Khur¬ 
shid shares these views. In an address entitled “The Economic Problem of 
Man and Its Islamic Solution,” Mawdudi says: 

[T]he economic problem of man which was, indeed, part of the 
larger problem of human life, has been separated from the whole 
and looked at as if it were an independent problem by itself. And 
gradually this attitude has taken such a firm root that the economic 
problem has come to be regarded as the sole problem of life. This 
. . . has made its evolution infinitely difficult. 14 

The human economic problem is defined, in simple terms that are simi¬ 
lar to those in any economic system, as, 

with a view to sustain and advance human civilization^] how to 
arrange economic distribution so as to keep all men supplied with 
the necessities of existence and to see that every individual in society 
is provided with opportunities adequate to the development of his 
personality and the attainment of the highest possible perfection ac¬ 
cording to his capacity and the aptitude. 15 
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Within this perspective, economic problems arise when the economic 
dimension of life is separated from the rest. Problems of distribution arise 
not from inefficiencies but from immorl acts by humans. 

The basis and position of Islamic economics is defined by Khurshid: 

Islam does not admit any separation between “material” and 
“moral,” “mundane” and “spiritual” life, and enjoins man to devote 
all his energies to the reconstruction of life on healthy foundations. It 
teaches him that moral and material powers must be welded together 
and spiritual salvation can be achieved by using the material re¬ 
sources for the good of man, and not by living a life of asceticism. 16 

In this broad perspective, two key concepts set the basic framework for 
analysis. One is the unity and sovereignty of God, or tawhid, and the other 
is the stewardship, or khilafah, of humans operating in God’s creation. The 
delineation of the economic implications of tawhid and khilafah represent 
the primary focus of thinking and analysis in contemporary Islamic 
economics. 

Tawhid means that there can be no other source of authority than God 
and that there can be no other focus for ultimate human loyalty than God. 
These are implications accepted by all Muslims. However, people involved 
in the contemporary Islamic resurgence have drawn more limiting conclu¬ 
sions from tawhid analysis than the more general, inclusive Islamic mod¬ 
ernist thinkers of the 1960s did. In political terms, people like Khurshid 
emphasize that while state institutions are necessary and national com¬ 
munities legitimately exist, loyalties to states or nationalisms must be sub¬ 
ordinated to allegiance to God and the global community of Muslims. 

In more economic terms, Khurshid’s discussion of economic develop¬ 
ment in Islamic economics shows that tawhid sets the goals of develop¬ 
ment: “The development effort, in an Islamic framework, is directed 
towards the development of a God-conscious human being, a balanced 
personality committed to and capable of acting as the witness of Truth to 
mankind.” 17 In concrete policy terms, this means, for Khurshid, that 
human resource development—education, vocational training, improve¬ 
ment of the quality of life—is the objective of development policy. 

In this perspective, while industrialization programs are not rejected, 
policies that regard industrialization as the leading element in develop¬ 
ment are seen as unsuitable. The development of the industrial sector must 
be placed in the broader context of creating conditions of social and eco¬ 
nomic justice for all citizens in the society. Property can be possessed and 
used for investment but, in the Islamic model, may not be used to gain ad¬ 
vantage over or exploit others who may be in need. In this way, the empha¬ 
sis is on “God-conscious” planning. 

The economic role of human beings is also seen in this way. In Islamic 
economic analysis, the basic operating unit is not "economic man.” In- 
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stead, humans are seen as the direct agents or representatives of God in 
God's creation. The concept of Muslims as God’s khalifahs (or “human 
khalifah-ship,” for which the term is khilafah ) is an important part of Khur- 
shid's presentation of Islamic economics. For him, khilafah is the “unique 
Islamic concept of man's trusteeship” in moral, political, and economic 
terms. 18 It is the source of the Muslim vocation and mission: “This exalts 
man to the noble and dignified position of being God’s deputy on earth and 
endows his life with a lofty purpose: to fulfill the Will of God on earth. This 
will solve the perplexing problems of human society and establish a new 
order wherein equity and justice and peace and prosperity will reign 
supreme.” 19 

The concept of khilafah provides the basis for the creation of an eco¬ 
nomic system in which cooperation and mutual obligations replace com¬ 
petition as the dominant feature of human economic interaction. Thus, Is¬ 
lamic economics, as defined by Mawdudi and Khurshid, affirms private 
property as part of the human agent’s management responsibilities. Both 
scholar-activists also recognize and accept that there can be competition 
and differing successes in obtaining material goods. 

In this framework, Khurshid rejects the concept of private ownership 
that allows an absolute right of an owner to manage property in any way. 
(He also sees a socialist system where all means of production are national¬ 
ized as a threat to human initiative.) Instead, he argues that “Islam’s most 
important contribution in the field of economics lies in changing the con¬ 
cept of ownership. No one has the right to destroy property. If misused it 
can be taken away. If it is not needed it must be passed on to others.” 20 
Ownership is, in other words, stewardship of God’s property rather than 
an absolute right of the individual human. The concept of stewardship 
means that those who succeed in gaining wealth must do so without 
harming others and then must use that wealth to help other human 
beings. 

Some of the more familiar aspects of Islamic economics, such as Islam’s 
alms tax ot tithe (zakat) and the banning of usury (riba), are part of these 
religious obligations or duties. One of the Five Pillars of Islam is the giving 
of charitable support to the less fortunate. Zakat is a “compulsory levy 
... on accumulated wealth, trade goods, various forms of business, agri¬ 
cultural produce, and cattle. Its purpose is to create a fund for the support 
of economically depressed classes.” 21 

Similarly, the well-known Islamic prohibition against usury, which tra¬ 
ditionally has included banking interest, is based on the overall obligation 
of Muslims to help one another. Mawdudi and Khurshid both argue that 
interest has damaging effects: “Usury develops miserliness, selfishness, cal¬ 
lousness, inhumanity and financial greed in the character of man. . . . 
It increases a tendency among the people to hoard money and spend it to 
promote their private interest only. It blocks the free circulation of wealth 
in the society, and diverts the flow of money from the poor to the rich.” 22 
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In this way, it undermines the function of human stewardship of God’s 
resources. 

Another major characteristic of Islamic economics, as it has developed 
in recent years, is that it has been consciously programmatic. Past dis¬ 
cussions that aimed at presenting the “economic teachings of Islam” 
tended to remain in the realm of theory. Much of the scholarship was in 
the hands of the traditionally oriented ulama, who were not practicing 
businessmen or government officials. With the growing involvement of 
professional economists like Khurshid Ahmad in the debates, there was an 
increased emphasis on actual projects rather than doctrine. Khurshid was, 
for example, one of the early advocates of Islamic banks and financial in¬ 
stitutions and has played an important role in their establishment and 
rapid growth. In the past decade, more than one hundred Islamic banks or 
investment groups have been created in many different parts of the world, 
with some relatively high degrees of success and profitability. 23 This 
programmatic activism is an important part of the emergence of Islamic 
economics. 

A final major characteristic of Islamic economics as developed in 
the work of Khurshid Ahmad is that it is a self-consciously value-oriented 
discipline. Khurshid, like many other Muslim social scientists, rejects the 
idea that economic analysis can take place in “a climate of positivistic 
objectivity and of complete value-neutrality. Most of the economic think¬ 
ing that masquerades as value-neutral turns out, on closer scrutiny, to be 
otherwise." 24 The experience of many Muslims with Western economic 
planners and analysts over the past few decades has tended to confirm this 
belief. The value commitment of so-called value-free Western economic 
analysis becomes apparent when it is applied in non-Western contexts. 

Muslim economists like Khurshid firmly believe that economics is not a 
value-free academic discipline. The effort to develop a value-free system of 
analysis is seen as, at best, being counterproductive and. at worst, satanic. 
Instead, they believe, economists have a moral responsibility to work for 
economic justice and the betterment of humanity. This, then, points to a 
positive characteristic of Islamic economics: “The major contribution of 
Islam lies in making human life and effort purposive and value-oriented. 
The transformation it seeks to bring about in human attitudes and pari 
passu in that of the social sciences is to move them from a stance of pseudo- 
value-neutrality towards open and manifest value-commitment and value- 
fulfillment.” 25 

In this way, the emergence of Islamic economics reflects a rejection of 
some of the basic assumptions of traditional Western scholarship, just as it 
represents a move away from the traditional Muslim approaches to eco¬ 
nomic subjects. Khurshid views his work as a mission, that of bringing a 
more effective programmatic awareness to Muslims and a recognition of 
the importance of value-commitment to economists in all societies. His 
contributions to Islam and to the field of Islamic economics were recog- 


52 MAKERS OF CONTEMPORARY ISLAM 



nized in the late 1980s when he received the Islamic Development Bank's 
first award in economics and the Faisal Award for Service to Islam. 

The fundamental ideas of contemporary Islamic economics lead Khur- 
shid Ahmad to the position of being a Muslim activist-economist. Islam, 
for him and in Islamic economics, is a comprehensive system in which no 
sector can be viewed as autonomous. Its basic concepts of tawhid and khi- 
lafah provide an effective conceptual foundation for a programmatic and 
value-committed discipline that represents an important part of contem¬ 
porary intellectual life and policy-making in the Muslim world. 
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3 

MARYAM JAMEELAH 

A Voice of Conservative Islam 


In recent years, it has become more common to hear Muslim women’s 
voices in the public arena. However, if we look at twentieth-century Islam, 
Muslim discourse has been overwhelmingly dominated by male voices, 
from the Islamic modernism of Muhammad Abduh and his Salafiyya 
movement in the early twentieth century to the writings and activism of 
contemporary Islamic activists and movements; from the writings and 
speeches of the ulama to those of the many educated Muslim profession¬ 
als who have increasingly employed Islamic rhetoric and symbolism to 
critique their societies and to plan a more indigenously rooted future. 
Maryam Jameeiah is among the very few women who have crossed the 
gender gap. For several decades she has been a prolific voice in defense of 
traditional Islam. Her many books and articles have been translated into 
Urdu, Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Bengali, and Bahasa Indonesia. At first 
glance, Maryam Jameeiah would appear to be the most unlikely of Islamic 
voices, a New York-born American Jew. 

Maryam Jameeiah was born Margaret Marcus on May 23,1934, in New 
Rochelle, New York. Her great-grandparents emigrated to America from 
Germany in the nineteenth century. She grew up in Westchester, New 
York. Her parents were nominal, nonobservant Jews who in later life broke 
their formal ties with Judaism and joined the Ethical Culture Society and fi¬ 
nally a Unitarian church. 

Margaret, or as she was called, Peggy, was an unusual child in many 
ways, one whose personality and intellectual/religious orientation often 
ran counter to her culture's norms and expectations. Margaret was psy¬ 
chologically and socially ill at ease and at odds with many aspects of her 
culture. Although regarded as a bright and talented child, from an early 
age she experienced difficulty fitting in socially: at school, at summer 
camps, and in other social settings. Although she had friends in her early 
school years and at summer camp, she never seemed to fit in or to sustain 
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any of her early friendships. Her teachers often took exception to her per¬ 
sonality and interests. When she expressed an interest in returning to a 
camp where she had been particularly happy, the director rejected her ap¬ 
plication, noting her “eccentric habits” and need for an excessive amount 
of supervision. 1 As a result, Margaret felt alienated from society and often 
experienced social rejection. In a letter written to Margaret years later, her 
mother described her daughter as attractive and exceptionally bright but 
also “very nervous, sensitive, high-strung and demanding.” 2 These char¬ 
acteristics and problems would continue to play a pivotal role in Margaret’s 
life, her personal, intellectual, and religious development. 

From her earliest school years, Margaret Marcus seemed fascinated with 
the “Orient” and was increasingly critical of Western culture. Her paint¬ 
ings, reading in history and politics, and taste in music were more global 
than Western: China, the Middle East. South Asia. Jewish in background, 
she nevertheless developed a particular interest and affinity for Arabs and 
Muslims, from their politics to their culture. Her early enjoyment of opera 
and Western classical music gave way in her teenage years to a fascination 
with Arabic music, Arab and Muslim history, and politics. Raised in a soci¬ 
ety, culture, and family that generally supported the establishment of Israel 
and often denigrated Arabs and Islam, she nevertheless was shocked by 
Zionism and was very sympathetic to the plight of the Arabs and Palestini¬ 
ans. At twelve, she began to write her first novel, a story about Ahmad 
Khalil, a young displaced Palestinian boy. When she encountered condem¬ 
nation of the Arabs for atrocities against Israelis in Hebron, she countered 
with reports of the massacre of Arabs at Deir Yasein. As a twelve-year-old, 
she wrote: “But the trouble is, most of the books I read in the public library 
about the Arabs and Islam are written by Zionists and Christian missionar¬ 
ies are prejudiced against them in the same way.” 3 

Margaret’s sensitivity and nervousness proved a stumbling block 
throughout her early life. Despite her high school principal’s characteriza¬ 
tion of Margaret as an above average student and a "good citizen,” she 
continued to have problems adjusting. When she first arrived at the Uni¬ 
versity of Rochester, she wrote to her parents: “The girls in my dormitory 
are the finest, nicest, friendliest, and most wholesome people one could 
ever want to meet. There is the warm glow of friendship beginning to 
bloom which is the most happy event I have ever experienced.” Yet, before 
classes even began, she was sent to the infirmary and informed that she 
could not begin classes unless her parents agreed to place her under inten¬ 
sive psychiatric treatment. She was subsequently forced to withdraw from 
the university before she even began classes. 

Margaret entered New York University in 1953. It was during this period 
of her life that her search for her identity and religious quest would come 
to a head. Her identity crisis manifested itself in many ways. As a first-year 
student, her studies were accompanied by a brief attempt to reclaim her 
Jewish heritage and embrace orthodox Judaism. She also joined a Zionist 


MARYAM JAMEELAH 55 



youth organization—only to conclude: “What had I in common with 
them? Nothing! Absolutely nothing!” Margaret then had a brief fling with 
the Bahai movement. In the end it was a Bahai leader’s sympathy for Zion¬ 
ism and charge, “You are among those renegades who hate your own peo¬ 
ple more than the goyim [gentiles],” that caused her to leave. His denuncia¬ 
tion triggered a final break with her Jewish identity and her observation in 
a letter to her sister: “No people I have ever encountered are more intoler¬ 
ant, bigoted and narrow-minded than the disagreeable Jews I have had the 
misfortune to meet and that is why I find it impossible to identify myself as 
one of them." 4 

In the summer of 1953, Margaret suffered a nervous breakdown. It was 
very difficult time in her life: 

Although I had just entered my nineteenth year, it seemed to me as if 
my life had already come to an end. I was discouraged, exhausted, 
depressed, and in despair at having met with nothing but one rebuff 
after another whenever I tried to find my place in society. I was sim¬ 
ply adrift at sea, not knowing what to do next or where to go? Neither 
reformed Judaism, Orthodox Judaism, Ethical Culture or Bahai con¬ 
soled me in my plight. 5 

It was at this juncture that she turned again to Islam, immersing herself 
in reading and studying the Quran. Ironically, two Jewish intellectuals had 
a profound effect on Margaret’s turn to Islam in 1955; Muhammad Asad, 
an Austrian convert to Islam, and Professor Abraham Katsh, a rabbi who 
taught at New York University. Asad (Leopold Weiss) was a respected Mus¬ 
lim intellectual and adviser to Muslim governments. Margaret discovered 
the story of his conversion. The Road to Mecca, which proved a great source 
of inspiration and resolve to become a Muslim. Ironically, Abraham 
Katsh’s course on Judaism in Islam, which explored Jewish influence on 
the Quran and the development of early Islam, did not persuade her of the 
validity of the course’s theme but instead had the opposite effect: ‘Al¬ 
though Professor Katsh has tried to prove to his students why Judaism is 
superior to Islam, paradoxically, he has converted me to the opposite posi¬ 
tion.” She would conclude: “And here am I still a Jew—or at least every¬ 
body considers me as such—but I am no longer a Jew in my heart.” 6 Her 
resolve to become a Muslim would not be fulfilled until 1961. Margaret’s 
health grew worse: she became more withdrawn and was finally institu¬ 
tionalized for schizophrenia from 1957 to 1959. 

After her release, Margaret became very involved with the Islamic Mis¬ 
sion and associations in New York and corresponded with Muslim leaders 
abroad, in particular Mawlana Abul Ala Mawdudi, leader of Pakistan's 
Jamaat-i-Islami (Islamic Society). Her decision to formally embrace Islam 
and her correspondence with Mawdudi mark a turning point that would 
determine the singular direction of her life and work. 
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On May 24,1961, Margaret Marcus became a Muslim, with her recita¬ 
tion of the confession of faith, taking the name Maryam Jameelah. She re¬ 
garded her conversion as less a rejection of Judaism than a turn to Islam, 
where she found the fulfillment of Abraham’s mission and message. Re¬ 
flecting on her conversion, she saw herself as leaving modern Judaism, 
whose modern secularism and materialism had eclipsed its religious as¬ 
pects, for Islam’s more revolutionary, universal message: “I did not em¬ 
brace Islam out of any hatred for my ancestral heritage or my people. It 
was not a desire so much to reject as to fulfil. To me, it meant a transition 
from a moribund and parochial to a dynamic and revolutionary faith con¬ 
tent with nothing less than universal supremacy.” 7 During the next year, 
events in her life seemed to coalesce and lead to a resolution of her sense of 
alienation and anxiety over her future. Maryam Jameelah’s conversion 
and continued inability to obtain a job and to fit into American society, as 
well as the impending retirement of her father and therefore loss of finan¬ 
cial support, moved her in 1962 to finally accept the invitation of Mawlana 
Mawdudi to emigrate to Pakistan: “I did not have the courage to break my 
ties with my past life but now that my situation here has become intolera¬ 
ble and I have found that I will never be able to function in this society, I am 
now convinced that my only salvation is to go and live in a Muslim coun¬ 
try.” 8 In this decision she was supported by her many Muslim friends in 
New York as well as prominent Muslim leaders internationally, such as 
Mawdudi, with whom she had corresponded from i960 to 1962, and Dr. 
Said Ramadan, the son-in-law of Hassan al-Banna, founder of Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood. Thus began the second stage of her life in Pakistan. 

Both her conversion and decision to emigrate to Pakistan entailed sacri¬ 
fice. Though somewhat reluctant to do so, when Mawlana Mawdudi told 
her that drawing was un-Islamic, she abandoned her art work and turned 
solely to literature, in particular writing, to promote as well as defend 
Islam. 


Pakistan 

Maryam Jameelah arrived in Pakistan in 1962 and initially lived with 
Mawlana Mawdudi and his family. She would come to see these early days 
as “the most decisive and important period of my life (1962-1964). During 
this time, after an unnaturally prolonged period of adolescence, I matured 
into full adulthood, grew completely independent of my parents, developed 
my literary career, married and finally became a mother.” 9 

As the Prophet Muhammad had emigrated ( hijra ) from Mecca to Me¬ 
dina to establish an Islamic society/state, Maryam Jameelah emulated his 
example in search of an “orthodox Islamic society” in which to live and re¬ 
alize God’s will. This belief is embodied in the Quranic passage that she 
chose for the beginning of her memoirs from this period, which says that 
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anyone who has “migrated for the cause of Allah will find much refuge 
and abundance in the earth and [anyone] who forsaketh his home to mi¬ 
grate towards Allah and His messenger and death overtake him on the 
way, his reward is then incumbent on Allah. Allah is ever forgiving and 
Merciful” (Quran 4:100). It was to Pakistan that she came in her “quest for 
absolutes.” 10 

In 1963, she married Mohammed Yusuf Khan, a full-time worker in 
Mawdudi's Jamaat-i-Islami. She became his second wife and bore him four 
children. Living with his cowife in a family compound that included the ex¬ 
tended family, Maryam Jameelah embarked on a career as a Muslim apolo¬ 
gist, speaking both to the Muslim world and to the West. Her books, ar¬ 
ticles, and reviews, written in English but often translated into Muslim 
languages, present a traditionalist interpretation of Islam and polemical 
response to the West that is representative of an important segment of 
Muslims and has found many admirers in the Muslim world. 


Major Themes in Maryam 
Jameelah’s Writings 

Islam and Modernization/ Western 
Society 

Much of Maryam Jameelah’s writing has been directed against the impact 
and influence of the West on Muslim societies and the issue of Islamic re¬ 
form. Her reaction to modern Western life deeply affected her attitude to¬ 
ward any form of religious reform. At heart she was a romantic, a tradi¬ 
tionalist staunchly opposed to those who would tamper with her view of 
“classical Islam” or, perhaps more accurately, the “Islamic tradition.” (She 
tended to take the same position with regard to other religions as well.) For 
Jameelah, the past is not to be criticized or modified in any substantive way 
but fully embraced. She believes that the entire Islamic tradition is a whole 
piece of cloth that can not be touched or altered: 

I agree with Maulana Maudoodi that it is imperative to accept the 
whole of Islam, not only the Quran, Hadith and Sunna but the four 
Imams and their traditional orthodox interpreters, the heritage of 
Tasawwaf [Sufism, mysticism], along with all the arts and sciences 
developed under Islamic civilization, the entire aesthetic and cul¬ 
tural heritage of that culture, and Islamic history down to 1924 
when Ataturk abolished the Khilafat and made his country a thor¬ 
oughly secular state. 11 

Jameelah is critical of premodern and modern reformers alike. However 
much she may admire eighteenth-century Islamic revivalist leaders and 
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movements, who claimed a right to set aside traditional interpretations of 
Islam and go back directly to revelation, she has been a consistent critic of 
their attempt to reject or reform traditional Islamic institutions or interpre¬ 
tations/teachings. Thus, for example, despite her respect and admiration 
for Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, the great premodern Islamic reformer 
and cofounder of a movement that was the forerunner of what would later 
become Saudi Arabia, she could not accept his rejection of aspects of Is¬ 
lamic tradition and suppression of Sufism (Islamic mysticism) as the cause 
of Muslim backwardness. Similarly, although moved by the Islamic mod¬ 
ernist Muhammad Asad’s conversion experience and influenced by his 
writings, Jameelah criticized his attempt to deny the authority of “tradi¬ 
tional orthodox interpretations by the 'medieval scholars’” and return di¬ 
rectly to Islam’s revealed sources in order to interpret them to respond to 
present day needs and realities. Indeed, she rejected all Islamic modernists, 
their usual explanations for the backwardness and stagnancy of Islam, 
and their reformist correctives, namely, their rejection of the uncritical fol¬ 
lowing (taqlid) of past teachings and call for a reinterpretation (ijtihad) 
or reform of Islam, their criticism of the rigid orthodoxy of the ulama, and 
so on. 

The bulk of Jameelah’s criticisms are directed at both secular and Is¬ 
lamic modernists alike, all of whom are guilty of “West-worshipping.” 12 
While the former separate religion from public life, the latter are rejected 
for having Westernized Islam and Muslims by modernizing Islam, that is, 
interpreting Islam in light of Western criteria. 

Jameelah’s Islam and Modernism is a critique of many of the major 
names associated with Muslim modernism; all are denounced and con¬ 
demned both as heretics and as allies of Christian and foreign imperialists: 
“our indigenous modernists who want to force Islam into the rigid mold of 
modern secularism and materialism are in alliance with the Christian mis¬ 
sions and and foreign imperialisms. Indeed, they are the most effective 
agents for accomplishing their work.” 13 Jameelah’s disdain for Islamic 
modernists in particular can be seen in her treatment of Ameer Ali and 
Muhammad Abduh. The former was a Shii Indian Muslim whose book, The 
Spirit of Islam , was probably the most widely read English language book 
on Islam by a Muslim from the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth cen¬ 
tury, enjoying a wide readership in the Muslim world and the West. Jamee¬ 
lah’s title, “The Spirit of Unbelief—A Critical Analysis of The Spirit of Islam 
by Ameer Ali,” reflects her judgment that the book presents “a thorougly 
distorted conception of Islam” and should have been declared heretical by 
the ulama. 14 However, her strongest judgment is reserved for Muhammad 
Abduh, the man often regarded as the “Father of Islamic Modernism.” 
Abduh, an early protege of Jalal al-Din al-Afghani, was a prominent mem¬ 
ber of the ulama, a professor at al-Azhar University, and later the mufti of 
Egypt. He fathered a school of thought that maintained that Islam and 
modernity were compatible. Abduh criticized the blind adherence to tradi- 
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tional doctrines and called for a reinterpretation (ijtihad) of Islam to 
apply Islam to the needs of modern Muslim societies. Through his writings, 
modernist reform of al-Azhar’s curriculum, and (fatwas ) as mufti of Egypt, 
he fostered Islamic modernist reforms that impacted education, law, and 
social issues such as the status of women. For Jameelah, for whom tradi¬ 
tional Islam w r as totally self-sufficient and adequate, Abduh became a tool 
of European imperialism who opened the floodgates of assimilation of 
Western thought and culture: “The consequences of Shaikh Muhammad 
Abduh’s willingness to cooperate with the aims of British imperialism 
and to compromise Islam with modern life proved nothing short of disas- 
terous. He opened the door wide for all the Westernizers who came after 
him." 15 

Jameelah lumps all reformers (secular and Islamic modernists) together, 
those who call for the separation of church and state (Ali Abd al-Raziq and 
Mustafa Kamel, Ataturk) with those like Muhammad Abduh and Sayyid 
Ahmad Khan who called for a process of Islamic reform rather than secu¬ 
larization. All are 

pioneers of westernization in the Muslim world—Sir Sayyid Ahmad 
Khan, Shaikh Muhammad Abduh, Qassim Amin, Shaikh Ali Abd ar- 
Raziq, Dr. Taha Hussein, Ziya Gokalp, and Mustafa Kamel Ataturk. 

. . . [A]ll of these men were merely the mediocre end-product of 
their circumstances and more specifically, the result of an over¬ 
whelming sense of inferiority which engulfed the East after its hu¬ 
miliating capitulation under the feet of the imperialist West. 16 


Modernization and Westernization 

For Maryam Jameelah, the issue of modernization and change, the new 
idolatry, strikes at the very heart of Islam: “The worship of Allah and sub¬ 
mission to His will through wholehearted obedience to Divine revelation, is 
rapidly giving way to a new idolatry of the crudest sort, as more and more 
of us prostrate ourselves before the contemporary deities of Change, Mod¬ 
ernization, Development, and “Progress.” 17 She believes that moderniza¬ 
tion means Westernization and with it evolution, relativism, and secular¬ 
ism. The relationship of Islam to modernization and development is not 
merely an intellectual or theological issue but, for Muslims, a matter of life 
and death that challenges and threatens the very core of Islamic faith. 

For Maryam Jameelah, modern Western civilization was born of the 
union of the secular ideology of post-Reformation Christianity (“Christian 
secularism”) and the “parochial nationalism of Jewish tradition. 18 Her un¬ 
derstanding and analysis of modernization is based on a presupposition 
that historic Christianity and Western cultural and political imperialism 
are inseparable. 19 Its excessive emphasis on the value of change, innova¬ 
tion, newness, and youth as the ultimate good means a corresponding con- 
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tempt for the past and tradition. Thus, modernization is a path that leads 
not to greater development and success but to the destruction of indige¬ 
nous culture, to "cultural suicide.” It produces a “crushing feeling of infe¬ 
riority" and a generation of passive receptors rather than givers. Lacking 
initiative, they tend to imitate rather than to create and contribute any¬ 
thing original. 20 Modernization’s impact on individuals and societies in¬ 
duces a cultural schizophrenia, a profound identity crisis in which the 
modernized live in two worlds while belonging to none. Here Jameelah 
cites with approval the observation of the eminent Oxford’s historian Al¬ 
bert Hourani: 

To be a Levantine is to live in two different worlds or more at once 
without belonging to either; to be able to go through the external 
forms which indicate the possession of a certain nationality, religion 
or culture without actually possessing it. It is no longer to have 
standard values of one’s own, not to be able to create but only to be 
able to imitate. It means to belong to no community and to possess 
nothing of one’s own. It reveals itself in lostness, cynicism and 
despair. 21 

The evils of modernization and Westernization, of its cultural imperial¬ 
ism, are witnessed not only in the Muslim world but also throughout 
the non-European world. The Westernization of Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America has produced unprecented intellectual sterility and cultural iden¬ 
tity. In contrast to Islam, contemporary culture demonstrates a complete 
lack of universal moral and spiritual values. 

Jameelah believes that Westernization is the most pernicious and de¬ 
structive force in the Muslim world, a legacy of European colonialism and 
a universal process repeated throughout the non-Western world: “The re¬ 
action to defeat at the hands of Western imperialism, the development of 
Westernization . . . are the same story, repeated with sad monotony 
everywhere among all non-European peoples.” 22 

Jameelah tends to equate modernization with Westernization. Mo¬ 
dernity, modernization, and modernism are not simply universal, global 
phenomena but, she believes, inherently Western and thus “the same old 
Western imperialism under a new and far more deceptive guise,” a direct 
threat to the very life, faith, and cultural values of the Muslim community, 
spawning inferiority complexes and self-hatred (religious, cultural, and 
historical). 23 

Like many Muslims in the recent past, Jameelah addresses major 
twentieth-century Islamic issues. “Why were Muslims so easily overcome 
and subdued by the West and why do they continue in a subordinate posi¬ 
tion? Is it Islam that is inherently inadequate?” To begin with, she identifies 
a twofold cause: European colonialism and exploitation but first and fore¬ 
most Muslims themselves: 
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Our present plight is the direct and inevitable result of prolonged 
colonial exploitation, The Muslims must be held primarily responsi¬ 
ble for their decline and downfall, but the imperialist powers set 
about the task of deculturizing us in a methodical, scientific manner 
to ensure that we should not ever be able to recover and reorganize 
ourselves into a vital force. A liberal elite was created who regarded 
their own faith, historical and cultural heritage with indifference 
which quickly developed into unconcealed contempt. 24 

Jameelah distinguishes between the “Straight Path of Islam” and the 
lives of Muslims, between the ideal and the reality, and concludes sadly 
that “most Muslims are virtually indistinguishable in their conduct and be¬ 
havior from non-Muslims.” 25 Similarly, Muslim countries have betrayed 
their identity and become vassals of the West: “The history of the Muslim- 
majority countries ... no longer has any vital connection to Islam but 
is merely an extension of the West and its total domination.” 26 

Jameelah’s view of history is that of a ten-centuries-long struggle be¬ 
tween European Christendom and Islam for world supremacy, followed by 
the triumph and threat of European colonialism and with it, Westerniza¬ 
tion. Modernity is the defeat of non-European peoples and the imposition 
of Westernization. It is a process that robs Muslims of their identity and 
faith, creating in its victims acute feelings of inferiority and self-hatred. 27 
lameelah draws on both the black American experience and Pakistan to 
support her conclusions. She cites Malcolm X’s comments on conking his 
hair to look "white” and her own inability to find a Pakistani rather than a 
blond, blue-eyed English-dressed doll for her daughter because, as a mer¬ 
chant assured her, no one would buy it. 28 This “West-worshipping” led 
modernizers to “wage a violent campaign against polygamy, purdah [seg¬ 
regation of the sexes] and the extended family, their brain-washed minds 
unable to comprehend that the only thing wrong with these practices is 
that they are not approved by the modern West.” 29 

For Jameelah, like the majority of Islamic activists today, the cultural 
penetration of the West is far more pernicious and destructive than its po¬ 
litical domination. She characterizes Muslim cultural dependence on the 
West as a form of cultural slavery intimately linked to political dependence: 

Although there is no doubt that from the standpoint of our faith in 
Islam and the survival of our unique identity as a people, cultural 
slavery on principle is indeed for more harmful than mere foreign po¬ 
litical domination, yet in practice, cultural slavery is not only inti¬ 
mately linked to political slavery but, to all intents and purposes, 
they are virtually inseparable. 30 

Jameelah is able to find ample justification or supportive evidence for 
her claims in the writings of colonial officials and their consultants. She 
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cites a study commissioned by the British government in which Dr. William 
Hunter recommended educational reform as a method to make Muslims 
more civilized and tolerant and thus better subjects: “We should instead 
develop a rising generation of Muhammadans no longer learned in their 
own narrow learning nor imbued . . . with the bitter doctrines of their 
medieval law but tinctured with the sober and genial knowledge of the 
West.” 31 A similar prescription for development was offered by Lord 
Cromer, viceroy of Egypt and architect of Britain’s policy in the Arab 
world: “It is absurd to suppose that Europe will look on as a passive specta¬ 
tor whilst a retrograde government based on purely Muhammadan princi¬ 
ples and oriental ideas, is established in Egypt. The material interests at 
stake are too important . . . the new generation of Egyptians has to be 
persuaded or forced into imbibing the true spirit of Western civilization.” 32 

Jameelah supports her indictment of the West and its inner decadence 
and decline by employing Islamic sources as well as Western sources very 
selectively, restricting herself to Western critics of the process of modern¬ 
ization and its impact on religion and society. However, despite her staunch 
and seemingly unyielding approach, she claims an openness to outside in¬ 
fluences in the process of change: “What is condemned is not normal cul¬ 
tural exchange accomplished in an open, confident, critical and independ¬ 
ent mind, but blind, indiscriminate, sterile imitation which results in 
cultural desolation, social and moral anarchy, defeatism, inferiority- 
complexes an abject slavery of the soul.” 33 However, Jameelah does not 
give examples of such acceptable changes. 

When searching for the causes of the West’s ascendancy, Jameelah lo¬ 
cates it in superior organization, technology, and energy. She counters the 
colonialist rationale of the “white man’s burden” or “mission to civilize” by 
denying that the West has produced any religion, philosophy, morality, 
law, or culture that is superior to that of Asian civilizations. At the same 
time, Jameelah does find the conduct of Muslims wanting. Employing her 
distinction between Islam and Muslims, she sometimes describes or char¬ 
acterizes Muslims in the stereotypical language of the West. They are lazy 
(“do much talking but little doing”), do not complete projects, and fail to 
collaborate and cooperate with one another. However, the ultimate reason 
for the stagnation of Muslims is “prolonged colonial exploitation.” 34 Thus, 
Jameelah rejects not only the notion that the West is more advanced but 
also that there is any reason for Muslims to accept this logic and follow the 
advice of Westerners and of Westernized Muslim elites who speak of the 
need for Islamic reform and Westernization. 


Minorities 

Though critical of Judaism and Christianity, Maryam Jameelah consis¬ 
tently asserts that Jews and Christians are People of the Book and therefore 
enjoy a special status in Islam. By extension all religious minorities are en- 
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titled to live safely and securely in their religious communities. However, 
the status she subscribes to is that of classical Islamic law: “protected” peo¬ 
ple ( dhimmi ). Thus, while they can practice their religion, educate their 
children, and be governed in religious affairs by their religious leaders and 
law, minorities would be prohibited from holding strategic positions in 
government. 35 

If Islamic modernists argued that Islam and modernization were com¬ 
patible, Jameelah countered that Islam and Western culture are incom¬ 
patible. She believes that one can not adopt the Western mode of life with¬ 
out violating, if not altogether abandoning, obedience to Islamic 
injunctions. 36 


Ulama and the Intelligentsia 

In contrast to many reformers who have placed a good deal of the blame 
for the plight of Islam and Muslims at the feet of the ulama, Maryam 
Jameelah is among their staunchest defenders. She upholds their historic 
role as scholars of Islam and defenders of the faith and rejects their 
critics—both secular and Islamic reformers. Jameelah paints a picture of 
the ulama as not only the pious scholars who delineated and interpret the 
law but also as the defenders of Islam who often patiently endured the per¬ 
secution of impious Muslim rulers. Reformers, secular and Islamic, have 
often critiqued the teachings of the ulama as stagnant and retrogressive, 
emanating from a religious elite whose education and worldview is ill 
equipped to address the demonds of contemporary Muslim life, and at¬ 
tempted to circumscribe the powers of the ulama. They have asserted their 
own right to interpret or reinterpret Islam. However, Jameelah. sounding 
very much like an alim defending the authority of the clergy, has observed: 

We are faced with the tragic situation where we find a group of our 
people with exclusively English-type education, many of whom re¬ 
ceived their training in Christian missionary schools and colleges, 
who refuse to acquire any of the Islamic learning for which they 
have nothing but contempt, insisting upon their right to reinterpret 
Islam and its law because they argue that Islam is not the monopoly 
of any priestly class! If a certain task requires specialized knowledge 
and training, how can it be properly performed except by those who 
fulfill the necessary conditions? How then can these people who 
know nothing about the Shariah, be qualified to exercise Ijtihad? 37 

Jameelah’s defense of the ulama, like her presentation of Islam, focuses 
on the ideal rather than the reality. She remembers the suffering of great 
Islamic scholars such as Ibn Hanbal and al-Shafii but seems oblivious to 
the failures of the ulama. She speaks of the reverence in which the ulama 
are held by people without acknowledging that in many Muslim societies, 
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many people (urban elites as well as her “common Muslims”) often hold re¬ 
ligious leaders in contempt for their lifestyles and demeanor. 

If the intelligentsia are not to meddle in religious matters but leave 
them to the expertise of the ulama, what then is the task of the intelle- 
gentsia? Jameelah’s traditional orientation and her perspective on the chal¬ 
lenge of modernity is encapsulated in her response to this question: 

Muslim intellecuals had better concentrate their attention on find¬ 
ing a remedy for the most acute malady afflicting ebery Muslim 
country—the curse of modernism. They must recognize that our in¬ 
digenous modernist movement, which under the slogan of “chang¬ 
ing with the changing times” threatens to destroy every trace of the 
faith in the Quran and the Sunnah, is even a greater menace than 
the Zionist occupation of Palestine . 38 

The primary task of Muslim intellectuals is to refute modern post- 
Enlightenment rationalism and empiricism of Western culture, in particu¬ 
lar its prophets—Darwin, Marx, and Freud, all of whom are to be rejected. 
She sets forth a daunting challenge. The educational system must be trans¬ 
ferred from the “hands of atheists and the materialists” to Islamically ori¬ 
ented teachers and reformers who are schooled in Western culture and in 
Islam. The process to be employed is one of refutation and Islamization. 
School textbooks that carefully refute Western fallacies in philosophy, psy¬ 
chology, economics, and anthropology and provide an alternative Islamic 
viewpoint must be produced in indigenous rather than Western lan¬ 
guages. Islamic standards should be employed to revise or Islamize the 
writings of western intellectuals like Keynes, Freud, Jung, Adler, Karen 
Horney, Margaret Mead, and Carleton Coon. 

While Maryam Jameelah would agree with reformers on the need for 
change, in her view the process should not be one of reinterpretation but 
rather a return to and reassertion of traditional Islam, that system of Is¬ 
lamic belief, practice, and institutions that, she believes, guided Muslims 
for thirteen centuries. This then should be the cornerstone or basis for the 
reform of Muslim societies. As al-Ghazzali and Ibn Taimiya responded to 
the challenge of the philosophers and rationalists of their times who tried 
“to concoct a new brand of Islam,” so, too, “[w]hat the Muslim world today 
needs above all is a modern al-Ghazzali and a modern Ibn Taimiya” to re¬ 
fute the “bogey of progress” and change . 39 To those modernists who would 
distinguish between the letter and the spirit of the law, Jameelah responds 
that this principle is Christian in origin (Paul’s Epistles: “The letter killeth 
but the spirit giveth life”) and “totally foreign to Islamic values,” for “the 
letter of Islam lives in its spirit and the spirit in its letter, the two indivisible 
and inseparable .” 40 This then is the basis for her critique of Islamic and 
secular modernists and of modern reforms regarding marriage, purdah, 
divorce, or jihad. Thus she rejects modernist interpretations of Islam that 
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seek to reinterpret or circumvent the letter of the law by arguing that the 
spirit of Islam would favor monogamy over polygamy or free intermingling 
of the sexes over segregation or that emphasize that Islam’s commitment 
to peace precludes jihad instead of defining jihad against aggressive unbe¬ 
lievers as a sacred duty. For Jameelah, modernists are engaging in an his¬ 
torical and doctrinal revisionism that has little to do with Islam and more 
to do with the “westernization of Islam,” that is, a reinterpretation of 
Islam motivated primarily by the effective penetration of Western culture 
and values. 


Women 

The issue of Muslim women and their role in society provides a primary ex¬ 
ample of Maryam Jameelah’s concerns and defense of Islam against the in¬ 
fluence of the West and Muslim elites alike. The status and role of women 
have been a central concern and value in Muslim history and society. This 
significance is reflected in Muslim family law (marriage, divorce, and in¬ 
heritance), which is the heart of Islamic law (Shariah). In the twentieth 
century many Muslim countries introduced reform legislation affecting 
marriage (child marriage and polygamy), divorce, and inheritance. These 
reforms often legislated or mandated from the top by modern. Western-ori¬ 
ented elites. Although acquiesced to, they were not in fact fully accepted 
and internalized by more traditional religious leaders and their followers, 
and in recent years they have been the subject of contention and debate. 
The Islamic Republic of Iran abrogated the Shah’s modern family law re¬ 
forms and in Pakistan successive governments have been pressured by reli¬ 
gious leaders to do the same with Pakistan's Family Laws Ordinance. 

Maryam Jameelah's handling of Islam and women has been consistent 
and persistent. As early as 1976, she was addressing Western feminists 
as well as Muslim women. Combining faithfulness to her vision of classical 
Islam and condemnation of modern reform as the product of Muslim 
Westernizers, Jameelah once again casts herself as the defender of “ortho¬ 
doxy.” Indeed she sets out to prove the inherent superiority of Islamic 
teachings on polygamy, divorce, and purdah (separation or segregation of 
the sexes). Charging that family laws have been “mutilated” in many Mus¬ 
lim countries, Jameelah attributes reforms to “mental slavery to the values 
of Western civilization.” 41 She regards these Muslim practices as unalter¬ 
ably rooted in and mandated by the Quran and Sunnah of the Prophet. 
Western abhorence of purdah, she maintains, is due to the inherent con¬ 
tradiction between Islam and Western secularism and in particular “an ex¬ 
aggerated individualism which dominates modern society to the extent 
that adultery is regarded as far less abominable.” 42 The same modern 
(Western and Muslim) critics of purdah are similarly dismissed as advo¬ 
cates of reforms that are grounded in “perverted cultural values” that 
thoroughly confuse the roles of men and women. 43 Jameelah dismisses 
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those who would seek to liberate women by abolishing the veil or who ad¬ 
vocate coeducation, enfranchisement, employment outside the home, and 
women's participation in public life as propagating a modern, Western 
ideal that ascribes honor and respect not to a woman’s fulfillment of her 
traditional (Islamic) role as wife and mother but to a modern (Western) 
woman’s ability to successfully perform the functions of a man while at the 
same time displaying her physical beauty. Such ideas, she believes, are con¬ 
trary to Islam, where “the role of a woman is not the ballot box but mainte¬ 
nance of home and family. . . . While men are the actors on the stage of 
history, the function of the women is to be their helpers concealed from 
public gaze behind the scenes.” 44 Jameelah surveys the impact of the femi¬ 
nist movement in the West and selectively cites Western commentators 
such as Max Lerner (“We are living in a Babylonian society”) to support 
her conclusion that the social consequences of the feminist movement and 
its so-called “emancipation of women” are an “epidemic of crime, lawless¬ 
ness and universal indulgence in illicit sex as a result of the complete disin¬ 
tegration of the family.” 45 

Maryam Jameelah’s contributions to Muslim self-understanding 
spanned the latter half of the twentieth century and the beginning of the 
new millennium. In a world dominated by male interpreters of Islam, she 
has been one of a handful of Muslim women who asserted her right to in¬ 
terpret Islam and to criticize Muslim and non-Muslim scholars alike. She 
has been a conservative voice whose prolific writings spanned many of the 
major issues facing Muslims. If her “defense” of tradition won her many 
admirers, her critique and rejection of Islamic and secular reformers alike 
diminished her impact. Today, in many parts of the Muslim world, women 
in increasing numbers seek new paths of empowerment, redefining Islam 
and gender relations. For many, Jameelah represents the very conser¬ 
vatism they seek to supplant, an orientation though that still enjoys broad- 
based support in many quarters of the Muslim world. Whatever the final 
outcome, Maryam Jameelah has played a pioneering role as an activist 
Muslim intellectual which makes her truly one of the makers of contempo¬ 
rary Islam. 
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$?& HASAN HANAFI 

^ The Classic Intellectual 


Hasan Hanafi arrived in France in the middle of the Suez Crisis of 1956 with 
a bag of dry bread, a chunk of cheese, ten Egyptian pounds, and general 
dreams of returning home to Egypt as a philosopher and musician. For 
Hanafi, France was “the place of formation and the school for the begin¬ 
ners” 1 where he was to explore the wide ranges of philosophy and establish 
foundations for his later work. When he returned to Egypt ten years later, he 
accepted a position in the faculty of the University of Cairo and became an 
important voice for articulating the new philosophical trends of the day. 

Hanafi's position in Egyptian society is almost the pure example of the 
“intellectual” as defined in the scholarly literature. He did not create his 
own political organization, nor is he a direct leader in a political move¬ 
ment. His primary goal is to provide a reconstruction of the full range of Is¬ 
lamic thought as it relates to society and the world Islamic community. 
This would be the basis for a series of transformations of worldviews and 
social structures which would lead "from dogma to revolution,” establish¬ 
ing a proper relationship between “heritage and modernity.” 2 Such a posi¬ 
tion started with a strong critique of existing conditions and worked to de¬ 
velop a theology of revolution for Islam. 

This mission placed Hanafi in the position of the intellectual critic of all 
existing power structures. However, his mode of operation was to speak 
and work publicly and "above ground” rather than to engage in secret 
revolutionary actions. He recognized that this shaped his work, and he de¬ 
fined his role in comparison with the leading revolutionary Islamic activist 
of his time, Sayyid Qutb: “I did not go to prison nor was my body tortured. 
If I had been imprisoned and tortured, I might have written ‘Signposts on 
the Road’ [the revolutionary tract written by Qutb while he was in prison 
in the early 1960s]. Instead, I continue to follow the path of the early 
Sayyid Qutb, who wrote Social Justice in Islam, The Struggle between Islam 
and Capitalism, and Islam and World Peace . 3 



When Hanafi set out to provide a formal summary of his position in the 
early 1980s, he called it “the Islamic Left.” 4 He recognized that even the 
label would be controversial but noted the problems with any other label as 
well. The Islamic Left, in Hanafi’s definition, was within the great tradition 
of modern Islamic reform, as a continuation of the Islamic project defined 
by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani in the late nineteenth century and extended by 
the work of Muhammad Abduh and the journal al-Manar. However, he 
saw the Islamic Left as going beyond that original project. Hanafi argued 
that the earlier tradition basically appealed to the elite rather than the 
whole of the Muslim community and that it idealistically emphasized the 
unity of Muslims within that community. In contrast, the Islamic Left 
“stresses the distinctions within the one Islamic community between the 
rich and the poor, the strong and the weak, the oppressors and the op¬ 
pressed.” The Islamic Left “speaks for the silent oppressed majority within 
the Muslim masses, supports the weak against the strong, considers people 
equal like the teeth of a comb, since no difference exists between Arab and 
Persian except in piety and doing good deeds.” 5 

Hanafi undertook this broadly conceived mission in the context of 
Egypt, and his life interacts with the great transformations taking place in 
his national homeland. Although Hanafi had important experiences both 
in the West and as a cosmopolitan public intellectual in the broader world 
of Islam, his identity remains rooted in his Egyptian homeland. 


The Egyptian Context 

Egypt in Hanafi’s lifetime experienced many major transformations. When 
he was born in 1935, British military forces were an important presence in 
the country. During his childhood years, the experience of World War II 
was shaping the Egyptian nationalist spirit. Egypt was a major military 
center for the Allied war effort, and British and American forces were 
highly visible in almost every aspect of urban Egyptian life. The German 
campaign in North Africa brought the war to Egypt in 1942 and raised the 
hopes of some younger Egyptians that the British could finally be driven 
out. 

Following World War II, Egypt confronted two major issues. One 
was the growing nationalist fervor that began to combine longstanding 
Egyptian nationalist themes of opposition to British occupation with the 
emerging Pan-Arab enthusiasm. In 1947-1948, a major focus of this new 
Egyptian-Arab nationalism was the establishment of the state of Israel. 
Egypt participated in the Arab war against the new state, and the loss in 
this conflict highlighted the second great issue in postwar Egypt: the in¬ 
creasingly visible corruption and incompetence of the political elite and 
the state they ran. Added to the dynamics of rising nationalism was a 
growing feeling that a revolution was necessary. 
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Nationalism and revolution became the great themes of the late 1940s 
and early 1950s. Among Egyptian students and the urban educated elites, 
the two competing visions of an alternative to the existing situation were 
Communism and a revivalist Islam, most thoroughly articulated by the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Surprisingly, when “the Revolution” actually came 
in 1952, it was led by young military officers. Some of these new leaders 
were Communist, and others had ties to the Brotherhood, but the primary 
aspirations of the leading members of the new Revolutionary Command 
Council (RCC) were neither Communist nor Islamist. The emerging 
ideology and programs of the new revolutionary regime combined Pan- 
Arabism and the new-style radical socialism that was emerging in the so- 
called Third World of the 1950s. The chief figure in the development of this 
"Arab Socialism” in Egypt was Jamal Abd al-Nasir (“Nasser”), who was the 
heart of the young officers' group from the very beginning and became 
president of the new revolutionary republic in 1956, leading Egypt until 
his death in 1970. 

The new regime soon came into conflict with both the Communists and 
the Muslim Brotherhood, and both organizations were suppressed and 
leaders jailed. Islamic and leftist intransigent militants continued to oppose 
Nasser, but by the mid-1960s, the Communist Left ceased to be a viable or 
effective alternative to the Arab socialism of Nasser. This development left 
the militant Islamists as the only effective source of opposition, but in the 
1960s it appeared that they, too, would soon disappear as an effective force 
in society. The leading radical Islamic ideologue was Sayyid Qutb, who was 
executed by the government in 1966. However, his writings from the early 
1960s, smuggled out of prison by women associated with the Muslim 
Brotherhood, 6 became the foundation for a revolutionary Islamic ideology. 
Qutb’s book Milestones (Ma’alim fl al-tariq ) is an especially important inspi¬ 
ration for the development of a militantly revolutionary Islamist ideology 
by the 1970s in a number of different places in the Muslim world. 

The overwhelming majority of Egyptians, including most students 
and people in the urban educated elites, accepted the new Arab socialism 
with enthusiasm. Former Communists and former members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood faced the challenge of combining the new nationalist radi¬ 
calism with the earlier perspectives. Most Communists maintained a Marx¬ 
ist secularism within the congenial framework of the new Arab socialism. 
The challenge was greater for Islamically oriented intellectuals like Hasan 
Hanafi. Some, like Muhammad al-Ghazali, remained in a precarious posi¬ 
tion on the fringes of political life, sometimes in prison. They continued 
to advocate the positions of the older Muslim Brotherhood while rejecting 
the militant logic of Sayyid Qutb. Others worked to define an “Islamic 
Socialism” which would be a complementary part of Nasserism. It is in 
this context that Hanafi worked to define what he ultimately came to call 
“the Islamic Left.” This position roused opposition both from the more 
secularist Nasserites and the more conservative and militant Islamists. 
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as well as arousing the suspicions of state security police from time to 
time. 

The major event that shaped many aspects of political life in the Arab 
world in the late 1960s was the Six Day War in 1967. The crushing defeat of 
the major Arab states by Israel in this war was a traumatic experience, es¬ 
pecially for the generation that had come to maturity in the new revolu¬ 
tionary era of independence. Like many others of his generation, Hasan 
Hanafi engaged in a profound intellectual and ideological rethinking. For 
Egypt, the defeat, followed in 1970 by the death of Nasser, led to a period 
of less conceptually ideological and more “pragmatic" leadership under 
Sadat. It was also a time of greater emphasis on the Islamic heritage and 
a withdrawal from the enthusiasms and conceptualizations of the older 
radical socialism. This provided an opportunity for more public visibility 
for the Muslim Brotherhood, although the organization itself remained 
illegal, and an opening for the rise of small extremist Islamist groups in¬ 
spired by the ideas of Sayyid Qutb and others like him. A number of impor¬ 
tant intellectuals reflected a more explicitly Islamic orientation in their 
writings. 

The pragmatism of Sadat led to the signing of a peace treaty with Israel, 
and the rise of the Islamist extremists led to the response to the treaty, 
which resulted in the militants killing Sadat in 1981. However, the crisis of 
the assassination of the president did not result in a major extremist Is¬ 
lamic revolution or a significant secularist backlash. Instead, the political 
mainstream in Egypt became increasingly Islamically oriented, with major 
moves in the direction of Islamization of laws and a significant Islamiza- 
tion of the public arenas of life. 

By the 1990s many of the most popular and influential television stars 
were theologically conservative Islamic scholars presenting messages that 
would have resulted in prison sentences, if not executions, in the Egypt of 
the 1960s. Older luminaries in the Muslim Brotherhood, like Muhammad 
al-Ghazali, moved from the periphery to the mainstream of Egyptian pub¬ 
lic life, while the leading secularist intellectuals were marginalized and 
often threatened with violence by militant Islamists. The Nobel Prize¬ 
winning novelist Naguib Mahfouz was stabbed by a fanatic, and Farag 
Fawda, one of the leading secularist public intellectuals, was murdered in 
1992 . 

Hasan Hanafi’s general mission and perspective remained remarkably 
constant during the second half of the twentieth century. However, the 
dramatic changes in the context of Egyptian political and intellectual life 
challenged his work in significantly different ways, Early in his life, as a stu¬ 
dent and a young intellectual, he saw the major challenge coming from the 
Communists, and then possibly the secular leftists. By the 1980s, some 
of his strongest criticism was aimed at the “Islamic fundamentalists” and 
“ritualists” who represented, from Hanafi’s perspective, the forces of re¬ 
pression and obscurantism. In many ways, the changing conditions had 
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an impact on what Hanafi did, and his life reflects the great changes of the 
second half of the twentieth century. 


Life Reflecting the Times 

Hasan Hanafi wrote an autobiographical account that provides a clear in¬ 
troduction both to his life and to his self-perception of personal mission. In 
this autobiography, his life is marked by a series of developments in con¬ 
sciousness. Each of these periods in his life coincides with a major era in 
contemporary Egyptian history. Despite his global consciousness, Hanafi’s 
autobiographical self-definition remains closely tied to his Egyptian roots. 
Similarly, this autobiography indirectly mentions his family and its life in 
Egypt, but the primary arena for activity in this account is Hanafi’s partici¬ 
pation in national life, not the life of his family. This does not reflect indif¬ 
ference to family, since both in his childhood and as a married adult, family 
plays an important part in Hanafi’s life. Instead this affirms Hanafi’s sense 
of mission within the context of Egypt, the Islamic community, and the 
world, along with the autonomy of his personal life with his family. 

The first consciousness identified by Hanafi was the development of 
a "national consciousness” when he was in elementary school. The child¬ 
hood experience of World War II, which involved leaving Cairo to escape 
from the German bombing raids, created a consciousness of Egypt as a 
homeland under attack—but the enemy was not the Germans. Rather, the 
British, whose army had occupied Egypt since 1882, were seen as the real 
enemy. In the years following the war, Egyptian students at all levels were 
an important element in the growing nationalist demonstrations. For 
Hanafi, the “true beginning of national consciousness” came in 1948 with 
the creation of Israel and the outbreak of the war in Palestine. 7 As a sec¬ 
ondary school student, Hanafi volunteered to work in the struggle against 
Zionism and discovered both the excitement of the cause and the dangers 
of divisions among Arabs and Muslims. It was only later that he recognized 
that, at that time, the idealistic students did not comprehend “the extent of 
the betrayal of the national cause” or that it was “we [the Egyptians] who 
were destroyed in Palestine.” 8 Although Hanafi’s analysis of the nature of 
the Palestine conflict changed and developed, the Palestinian cause re¬ 
mained central to his thinking and his view of world affairs. 

In the immediate conditions of Egypt in the early 1950s, Hanafi’s 
schoolboy nationalism developed a more Islamic tone. As the country 
moved toward the coup that brought young military officers to power in 
1952, Hanafi joined the Muslim Brotherhood and entered what he called 
the “beginning of religious consciousness.” 9 He was specially active as a 
Muslim Brother while he was an undergraduate in the University of Cairo. 
He took part in demonstrations before the 1952 revolution and was active 
in student politics in the early days of the new revolutionary era. He was 
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particularly opposed to the Communists, whom he "considered to be cor¬ 
rupted, deviants from the right path, alienated and foreign, possessing in¬ 
clinations that were far from the truth, and immoral.’’ 10 When Muham¬ 
mad Naguib came to address the students at the University, Hanafi felt 
moved by the sense of affirmation of Islamic unity and offended by the 
Communist students who shouted “Constitution! Constitution!” His feeling 
was that they “were outside of the trends of the Ummah. What could Con¬ 
stitution mean when compared with Islamic unity?” 11 

Hanafi’s thought and vision of what was needed gained a clear Islamic 
dimension in these years. His political positions reflected those of the Mus¬ 
lim Brotherhood. He took part in demonstrations opposing the 1954 agree¬ 
ment with Great Britain governing evacuation of British troops, which 
permitted their return in times of war. However, following the nationaliza¬ 
tion of the Suez Canal in 1956, he felt able to support the government as a 
leader among liberation movements. The suppression of the Brotherhood 
by Nasser’s government in the mid-1950s created difficulties. Hanafi re¬ 
ports that his "activities were restricted to collecting contributions for the 
families” of Brothers in prison and that he “was not part of any of the se¬ 
cret activities, since that was contrary to my nature.” 12 

Even before the suppression of the Brotherhood, Hanafi had not fit the 
mold of most of the activists within the organization. 13 He remembers 
that the first time he participated in discussions following a lecture was 
when he recommended that if the Brotherhood was to be active as a group 
in the modern world, it might change the organization’s logo symbol from 
a book and two swords to a book and two cannons. He also was a musician 
and enjoyed classical Western music and playing the violin. This caused 
much discussion and sometimes debate with his fellow Brothers, who 
thought that music might be a diversion from a proper life of prayer and 
piety. As a university student, Hanafi saw nothing wrong with carrying 
on conversations in public with female students, and he did not advocate 
separation of men and women in the classrooms. 

In intellectual development, however, Hanafi’s experience in the Broth¬ 
erhood was of great importance. It was through the Brotherhood that he 
became familiar with the major writers of the contemporary movements 
within Islam. He found the writings of Brotherhood leaders like Hasan al- 
Banna, Sayyid Qutb, and Muhammad al-Ghazali and other writers, like 
Abu al-Ala al-Mawdudi and Abd al-Hasan al-Nadwi, inspiring. Reading 
them he had a strong sense of the renaissance of Islam and of his own mis¬ 
sion. However, as a student in the philosophy classes of the University he 
found the method of teaching and the content to be out of touch with the 
reality which he was living outside of the classroom. He tried to present his 
own interpretations of major topics in medieval Islamic philosophy and 
mysticism and soon came into conflict with his professors. By his fourth 
and final year, he says: “My personal view began to dominate the pages of 
all my answers from A to Z.” In this he was beginning to work for the estab- 
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lishment of “a general Islamic method based on the rationality of good and 
bad, and the unification of truth, goodness, and beauty.” 14 This project of 
creating a complete and general Islamic method has become the core of 
Hanafi's life mission. 

His completion of university studies was a time of personal crisis that 
coincided with the Egyptian national crisis of 1956. His conflicts with pro¬ 
fessors reached a point where he was brought before a disciplinary board 
for showing disrespect for the dean. He lost his status as an honors student, 
which meant that he would not be eligible for a place in an educational 
mission to France. He resolved to go to France to continue his studies re¬ 
gardless of the conditions. The crisis of intellectual life in Egyptian univer¬ 
sities, the persecution of the Muslim Brotherhood, and the intellectual cri¬ 
sis of Islamic studies combined, in his view, with his own personal crisis. At 
this point, he says, he went regularly to the mosque to recite the Quran, 
and “for the first time I felt its philosophical intuitions, the importance of 
the world of consciousness and the senses, and the necessity for continu¬ 
ing the struggle.” 15 He concentrated on the project of Islamic renewal. 
“There was no time left for music or playing the violin. The contemporary 
Islamic idea began to sing in my ear like a melody, but the musical melody 
was empty without any intellectual meaning. It was not possible to remain 
in Egypt: what would I learn?” 16 It was under these conditions that he was 
the last student to leave Egypt for France before the outbreak of the 1956 
Suez War, when France joined Israel and Great Britain in attacking Egypt. 

In France Hanafi found the beginning of his philosophical conscious¬ 
ness in the last years of the 1950s. By i960 Paris had become one the ma¬ 
jor centers of contemporary philosophical thought in the world. Many of 
the trends of thought that would come to prominence by the early 1970s 
were being formulated at the time of Hanafi’s arrival. He quickly involved 
himself in the debates, many of which reflected his own special concerns 
for method. However, he tended to recapitulate the process of the develop¬ 
ment of modern continental European philosophy in his path to the defini¬ 
tion of his own new method. His starting point was German idealism, espe¬ 
cially as reflected in his readings of the works of Fichte. He soon immersed 
himself in reading and contemplating the history of Western philosophy, 
beginning with Plato and Aristotle. He reports having “a special admira¬ 
tion for great negators like Spinoza and Kierkegaard.” 17 His study and his 
personal experiences as a poor foreign student with the danger of serious 
health problems combined to create a transformation of his philosophical 
perspective. (For example, he spent the summer of 1959 in the university 
hospital when he was suspected of suffering from tuberculosis and malnu¬ 
trition, and that was where he read Plato and Aristotle.) He left his idealism 
for an existence-oriented realism. 

Hanafi describes this transition: “the two moments of European con¬ 
sciousness: the cogito of the rationalist and the Ego of the existentialists 
during four centuries were represented in my life during eight years, ratio- 
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nalist idealism in 1956-1960, life reality and existence in 1961-1966.1 kept 
the optimism of Idealism and I left the pessimism of existentialism. I kept 
Reason and its role in Idealism and I abandoned the irrational in Existen¬ 
tialism.” 18 In this transition, Hanafi's general project of creating a whole 
new Islamic methodology and theology continued, but the approach 
changed. 

Hanafi’s initial research proposal for the doctorate, entitled “The Gen¬ 
eral Islamic Method," expressed his intention to formulate Islam as a gen¬ 
eral and comprehensive method for individual and social life. However, he 
had difficulty convincing the faculty to accept this proposal. The Oriental¬ 
ists thought that the project was much too broad and recommended that 
he study some specific individual or movement, while the Western philoso¬ 
phers urged him to study Kant as the appropriate starting point. He re¬ 
ports: “The problem was as follows: the Orientalists read me and said: this 
is Western philosophy and we are historians: the philosophers read me 
and said. This is Islam and we are Western philosophers. I was in need 
of an Orientalist-philosopher or a philosopher Orientalist of the type of 
Renan.” 19 

One scholar who was in L’Ecole des Hautes Etudes and was such a per¬ 
son was Henri Corbin, but Corbin was concentrating on Shi’i studies at the 
time. Hanafi had discussions with him but wanted to work on the Sunni 
Muslim experience rather than Shi’ism. Another major Orientalist scholar 
of the day, Louis Massignon, helped Hanafi define the specific starting 
point for his work, which was to be the study of usul al-fiqh, the fundamen¬ 
tal methods of legal thought. Hanafi worked to create a new methodology 
that would enable Muslims to choose new fundamental axes on which to 
build the Islamic consciousness of renaissance. 

The scholar Hanafai describes as “my master,” responsible for “all my 
philosophical formation,” is Jean Guitton, a professor of philosophy in the 
Sorbonne and a leading Roman Catholic modernist. 20 Guitton served as 
Hanafi's guide through much of his reading and study of Western philoso¬ 
phy. He also provided guidance for Hanafi in practical matters like how to 
give public lectures and methods of research. Guitton had been to Egypt in 
the 1930s and had at least some familiarity with the Egyptian intellectual 
scene. Guitton’s ecumenical perspectives and methods helped to develop 
Hanafi’s understanding of approaches for the reconciliation of different 
positions. Hanafi describes himself as building on Guitton's foundations 
and then going beyond them. He describes this as developing Guitton 
“from individual consciousness to social consciousness, from Right to Left, 
from religion to revolution. I used Biblical criticism negatively and he used 
it positively to preserve the articles of faith. I lay the grounds for Liberation 
Theology, while he fears that people might switch to Marxism and vio¬ 
lence, and that alien elements might infiltrate authentic faith.” 21 

In developing his scholarship Hanafi started with the basic methods of 
sociolegal thought in Islam, utilizing a perspective that combined the Is- 
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lamic perspectives of tawil (esoteric interpretation) and tafsir (Quranic exe¬ 
gesis) with contemporary approaches of philosophical analysis. The result 
was his extended essay “The Methods of Exegesis: Essay on the Science of 
the Fundamentals of Understanding in the Discipline of Usui al-Fiqh.” 22 
Hanafi described this work as an attempt to “reconstruct Islamic culture at 
the level of consciousness in order to discover subjectivity. Instead of being 
theocentric, it becomes anthropocentric. [It] provides the method for ana¬ 
lyzing living experiences and describing the processes of linguistic pseudo¬ 
morphology.” 23 

Hanafi also had to choose a topic for the complementary dissertation. 
He decided to provide a study of the development of European philosophi¬ 
cal consciousness “through a non-European consciousness in order to see 
it from a distance with a neutral and objective consciousness. The purpose 
was to declare the end of the European consciousness and the beginning of 
the Third World consciousness as represented through the cultures of non- 
European peoples.” 24 Hanafi concentrated on the development of Euro¬ 
pean understanding of religion, especially the emergence and significance 
of phenomenology. The result was a study entitled “The Exegesis of Phe¬ 
nomenology, the State of the Art of the Phenomenological Method and Its 
Application to the Phenomenon of Religion.” 25 

Hanafi's intellectual projects of the early 1960s were rounded out by a 
third study, in which he provided a specific case of applying the method¬ 
ology he was developing. This involved a synthesis of the phenomenologi¬ 
cal approach with the method of exegetical interpretation of text. He chose 
the New Testament as a basis for applying his developing theory of three 
types of consciousness: historical consciousness, speculative conscious¬ 
ness, and active consciousness. He completed this work as the book The 
Phenomenology of Exegesis: An Essay in the Existential Hermeneutic of the 
New Testament . 26 This work on Christian texts reflects Hanafi’s interest in 
gaining a full understanding of the European cultural traditions. He trav¬ 
eled as much as possible on a student’s budget. 

Guitton arranged for Hanafi to attend the fourth session of the Vatican 
II Ecumenical Council in Rome in 1964. He participated in discussions, and 
Guitton introduced Hanafi to Pope Paul VI. Hanafi viewed his experiences 
in Rome as the beginning of his departure from “the West” and his return 
to Egypt and the East. Similarly, at this time in Paris during his dissertation 
defense, he began his critique of the West and aroused the ire of the chair 
of his academic jury. However, he also prepared for his return by beginning 
an active criticism of the developing Arab socialist regime in Egypt. During 
a visit to Paris by a major figure in the Egyptian government, field marshall 
Abd al-Hakim Amer, Hanafi openly asked challenging questions. One re¬ 
sult was the organization of delegations of Egyptians studying in Europe to 
return to Egypt in order to see the realities of the new revolutionary gov¬ 
ernment. Hanafi was a part of the student effort to prepare statements and 
studies for the delegation before it left. 
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Hanafi himself returned to Cairo in 1966 and began his career as a 
teacher at the University of Cairo. He began work on his long-term project, 
"Tradition and Modernity.” His goal in this project was to rejuvenate the Is¬ 
lamic tradition and reconstruct its intellectual sciences, as Husserl had 
done for European philosophy. 27 He also taught a course on Western 
thought and Christian philosophy at the university. The lack of appropriate 
texts led him to prepare an anthology of medieval Christian thought that 
provided examples of many different types of thought. This became a part 
of his broader intellectual effort “to get rid of unilateralism in religious 
thought.” 28 

These general activities were interrupted by the trauma of the Six Day 
War of 1967. Hanafi reports that “the defeat of 1967 fell on me like a thun¬ 
derstorm. I saw everything collapsing and the dream aborted. The house 
was burning and it was inconceivable that I would not work to extinguish 
the fire. How could one prepare for the future while we were without a 
present?” 29 The “Tradition and Modernity" project was stopped, and the 
more broadly methodological work was suspended. Hanafi began a career 
as a more visible public intellectual in addition to his work in the university 
faculty. The period 1967-1971 became the time of the “beginning of politi¬ 
cal consciousness” for Hanafi. 

Hanafi devoted much of his time and energy to writing for two periodi¬ 
cals, al-Fikr al-Mu’asir and al-Katib. In the essays he wrote regularly for 
these magazines and his other activities, Hanafi became an important 
voice in the public debates about the defeat. Hanafi says, “I became more 
conscious about my responsibility for the daily battle and direct struggle in 
order to analyze the cause of the defeat and to strengthen the spirit of re¬ 
sistance.” 30 In these activities, Hanafi provides a good example of the func¬ 
tioning of a “public intellectual.” He was not part of any political party 
or defined grouping. Hanafi describes his political consciousness of the 
time as being “a purely philosophical political consciousness based on the 
analysis of living experiences and the description of their essences.” 31 Al¬ 
though his activities were not part of an organized movement, his posi¬ 
tions were identified as oppositional and attracted the attention of the se¬ 
curity forces. His lectures were taped and on record with the police. In 1971 
the rector of the university spoke with Hanafi and recommended that he 
should stop lecturing and accept an invitation to be a visiting professor in 
the United States. The nonactivist but critical intellectual had become a 
political activist in the classic mode of involvement of intellectuals in the 
political arena. This period in his life ended when Hanafi took the advice of 
the rector and left for the United States, where he became a visiting profes¬ 
sor at Temple University in Philadelphia. 

The demands of regularly writing essays for the journals was intellectu¬ 
ally challenging for Hanafi. By 1971 he found that he was repeating him¬ 
self, “expressing outside more than absorbing inside, writing more than 
reading.” 32 His political problems helped to reinforce the sense that it was 
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time for him to begin a new phase of his work. Hanafi’s move to the United 
States coincides with, and may have made possible, a significant effort to 
articulate Islam as a revolutionary religion. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, Hasan Hanafi emerged as an internation¬ 
ally visible Muslim public intellectual. While maintaining his ties with 
Cairo University, for most of this period he held visiting professorships at 
institutions around the world. With increasing frequency, he was a partici¬ 
pant in international conferences and invited to give addresses for a wide 
spectrum of Muslim and non-Muslim audiences. 

Before leaving for the United States, Hanafi had already been a visiting 
lecturer for a short time in 1970 in Louvain University in Belgium, where 
he had close contact with the developing ideas of Catholic liberation the¬ 
ology. He was especially interested in the works of Camillo Torres, whose 
picture was posted on university walls by Louvain students. 33 He returned 
to Cairo with the complete works of Torres and wrote a study of Torres’s 
ideas, concentrating on the ideas of revolution as a religious imperative. 34 
This was an important beginning in his efforts to introduce Christian lib¬ 
eration theology to Muslims, as well as to provide a part of the broader 
conceptual basis for his own efforts to articulate a revolutionary religion in 
Islamic terms. He thought that the universal issues went beyond national 
and religious boundaries: “The tragedy of unquestioning acceptance in 
developing societies is the same regardless of religious identity, while the 
populist religion is that which unifies all of the religions.’’ 35 An interesting 
dimension of this ecumenical vision was Hanafi’s hope that he could pub¬ 
lish an essay on liberation theology that could be “a gift to our brothers, 
the Copts of Egypt, so that I could share with them knowledge of the latest 
developments in Christian theology.” 36 

During his years in the United States, especially 1971-1975, Hanafi ex¬ 
panded the dimensions of his intellectual venture. In France he had con¬ 
centrated on philosophy, but in the 1970s he worked to develop his under¬ 
standing of the social sciences, giving special attention to the sociology of 
religion. He was active in presenting papers at meetings of American 
scholarly associations. These papers reflect the broad range of Hanafi’s in¬ 
terests and the many different topics and perspectives he was attempting to 
bring together into his broad project of defining the relationship between 
tradition and modernism or heritage and modernity. He continued his in¬ 
terest in methodology with studies like “Hermeneutics as Axiomatics” and 
in analyses of Western thinkers like Joachim of Fiore, and he worked ex¬ 
plicitly to define an Islamic model of religion and revolution. 37 

A new dimension of Hanafi’s work was a more formal study of Judaism, 
especially Zionism. These studies continued his involvements from the days 
of his earliest nationalist awareness. However, he placed them in the con¬ 
text of his articulation of liberation theology. He argued that this subject 
was “not far away from liberation theology since Zionism is a counter¬ 
liberation theology.” 38 On the basis of this line of analysis, Hanafi opposed 


78 MAKERS OF CONTEMPORARY ISLAM 



the negotiation of a peace treaty between Egypt and Israel in 1978-1979. 
He became more actively a part of the opposition to Sadat’s policies. Al¬ 
though he did not condone the murder of Sadat in 1981. he made an im¬ 
portant effort to ensure that the general public understood the arguments 
that were presented by his murderers when they were placed on trial. 39 

Hanafi also continued his efforts to analyze and interpret Western so¬ 
ciety and intellectual traditions. Although he had ignored “Anglo-Saxon,” 
that is, English and American, philosophy previously, he made some effort 
to study it while he was in the United States. However, his major effort was 
more in the direction of analysis of society and values. He saw a need to 
present the aspects of American society that tended to be unknown to 
Muslims in the Middle East: poverty crime, corruption, racism, and vio¬ 
lence. He later said that if he had not been so involved in working on his 
major project of articulating a revolutionary Islam, he would have com¬ 
pleted a book entitled “America: Truth and Mask," so that “everyone who 
wants to immigrate to America would know where he is going and in order 
to return our national allegiance to ourselves rather than having it di¬ 
rected toward the Other.” 40 

By the 1980s, his position as a Muslim public intellectual with high in¬ 
ternational visibility provided many opportunities for Hanafi to present his 
ideas. As an international intellectual, after his work in the United States, 
he taught in universities in Kuwait (1979), Morocco (1982-1984), Japan 
(1984-1985), and the United Arab Emirates (1985). He returned to Japan 
as an academic consultant at United Nations University in Tokyo in 

1985-1987- 

A flood of publications, ranging from single articles to multivolume 
works, began to create a more comprehensive presentation of his views. In 
this, his life project remained remarkably consistent. He worked to provide 
both a comprehensive methodology and a broadly inclusive content for a 
new synthesis of the Islamic heritage and modernity. 

In the 1990s, however, he published a major new work that was both 
within the framework of this project and an important expansion of its 
boundaries. He had long been interested in the challenge of what he came 
to call “Occidentalism.” This was to be the Muslim response to “Oriental¬ 
ism,” the old-style of Western scholarship which studied Islam and Muslim 
societies. Occidentalism was not to be an apologetic defense of Islam 
against attack by prejudiced Western scholers; it was to be an informed 
analysis of the West by Muslim scholars. In a substantial book, he pre¬ 
sented the foundations for the ways Western philosophy and epistemology 
could be examined. 41 The key to his approach is his viewing the Western 
mode of modernity as one of a number of possible alternatives rather than 
accepting the Western ethnocentric assumption of its universality. 

During the 1990s, Hanafi spent much of his time in Cairo, with visits 
and lecture tours all over the world. He continues to be an independent in¬ 
tellectual rather than part of a more structured political or ideological 
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movement. Although he has a reputation as an advocate for Islamic posi¬ 
tions, his radical views mean that he is not a part of the Islamist political 
groupings or the more extreme militant underground. At the same time, 
his radicalism is not in accord with more secularist intellectuals who mis¬ 
trust his Islamic orientation. 

This precarious position made Hanafi vulnerable to attack by the more 
instransigent Islamic forces. In 1997 he was attacked by an ultraconserva¬ 
tive group al-Azhar Scholars’ Front, for, in their opinion, contradicting the 
teachings of the Quran and questioning the views of the Prophet Muham¬ 
mad. The Front demanded his removal from the faculty of Cairo University, 
and their actions raised concerns about Hanafi's safety. Farag Fouda, an 
Egyptian intellectual who had been subjected to similar attacks, was mur¬ 
dered in 1992. 42 Although Hanafi received significant support from gov¬ 
ernment officials and others, the attack continued to be a matter of con¬ 
cern and debate in Egypt. 43 In this sense, his experience had come full 
circle. At the beginning of his life as an intellectual, he was an activist in 
the Islamic movement that challenged the more secular political authori¬ 
ties and the Communist opposition. By the late 1990s, he was an intellec¬ 
tual attacked by Islamists in the conservative establishment of al-Azhar 
University and he received at least some support from other, more secular¬ 
ist intellectuals who had also been subject to attack, as well as receiving 
some protection from a relatively Islamically oriented state. This precarious 
balancing reflects the difficulties of maintaining the position Hanafi repre¬ 
sents: bringing together Islamic and leftist traditions of reform and revolu¬ 
tion and doing this within the mainstream rather than at the violent 
fringes of political society. 


Basic Themes 

Hasan Hanafi has written a library of books since he left as a student for 
Paris. His works are on many different topics and reflect both his immedi¬ 
ate needs and his long-term visions. When he taught medieval European 
thought, he edited a volume of important texts, because the type of book 
that he needed for his course did not exist. In the time of crisis following 
the Six Day War, he wrote shorter popular journalistic essays to meet what 
he saw as the needs of the time. However, in virtually all of his works the 
broader visions of his major projects are visible. 

In general terms, one might identify three dimensions in his lifetime 
project. One is the examination of the Islamic heritage and its relationship 
with renewal and modernity A second builds on that, using the concep¬ 
tual and faith resources of the Islamic heritage and transforming them 
into an Islamic revolutionary theology, going “from dogma to revolution.” 
The third aspect of this life project is to provide a thorough analysis of the 
Western heritage from a perspective that is not Western in its own origin 
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and, in this way, provides a basis for a more comprehensive understanding 
of the relationship between Islam and the West, especially in the context of 
modernity. 


Heritage, Renewal, and Modernity 

Throughout his autobiography and in other writings, Hasan Hanafi identi¬ 
fies his lifelong project as being the study and development of al-turath wa 
al-tajdid, or “Heritage and Renewal.” 44 This project involves a delicate bal¬ 
ancing between a strong affirmation of the authenticity and universalism 
of Islam and a critical condemnation of most forms and articulations of 
Islam in actual historical experience. In the context of the second half of 
the twentieth century, Hanafi identifies renewal with modernity and 
frequently speaks of “heritage and modernity” as well as “heritage and 
renewal." 

Hanafi argues that in any great age of transition and significant trans¬ 
formation, the discussion of the relationship between the heritage and the 
new conditions is crucial. 45 Muslims in the modern era are, in Hanafi’s 
view, deeply involved in just such a transition. In his analysis of the cur¬ 
rent situation, he notes that movements of religious reform and renewal 
generally give greater emphasis to “authenticity” than to “modernity,” 
while the majority of the intellectual tendencies on the side of awaken¬ 
ing or renaissance are closer to “modernity” than to “authenticity.” 46 He 
warns, however, that the two are necessarily linked and that “authenticity 
without modernity” becomes unquestioning repetition of the old, while 
“modernity without authenticity” becomes a premature radicalism that 
cannot be sustained. 47 

“Heritage” ( turath ) is a subject of intense debate among intellectuals 
and scholars in the Muslim world. It is generally understood, at least in ar¬ 
guments in the Arab world, that the term refers to “the Islamic element” in 
culture and history, even when the writer is not a Muslim. 48 This is clearly 
the focus of Hanafi’s analysis when he examines “heritage.” However, in 
the “authenticity” and “heritage” debates, Hanafi argues for a very open 
and universalistic definition of what is contained in the Islamic heritage. 

In Hanafi’s analysis, “heritage” is not a fixed pattern of past behaviors 
and institutions. Instead, the term is used “to represent a concept of evolv¬ 
ing religious tradition prescribing norms but not necessarily reflecting 
words recorded in archives or practices ingrained in daily life; it is con¬ 
stantly under construction.” 49 The foundations for this position were laid 
in his studies in France on methodologies. In his studies of the science of 
hermeneutics, Hanafi sees the Islamic case as providing a way for broaden¬ 
ing of that science to mean more than simply “the science of interpreta¬ 
tion” or the "theory of understanding.” Hermeneutics can be “the science 
of the process of revelation from the letter to the reality or from Logos to 
Praxis, and also the transformation of revelation from the Divine Mind to 
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human life.” 50 In the case of scriptural hermeneutics, “Islamic” does not 
“necessarily mean religious, but it means the most rigorous form of ration¬ 
alization and the highest degree of axiomatisation.” 51 Heritage in this 
framework for analysis is not the inheritance of past practices; it is the 
axioms provided by the Islamic revelation that make it possible to develop 
the “general Islamic method" that would be a formulation of Islam “as a 
general and comprehensive method for individual and social life.” 52 

Much of this effort involves intellectual analysis of sources and theo¬ 
retical examinations of philosophical and theological principles. Building 
on his studies of hermeneutics, Hanafi provides a specific method for the 
interpretation of the Quran as one important foundation for understand¬ 
ing the heritage. The fundamental axioms and specific norms become the 
basis for the method of “thematic interpretation.” 53 According to Hanafi, 
most Quranic interpretations view the Quran as a sequence of verses to be 
understood as separate items in a series. However, such a “longitudinal” 
approach is segmented and breaks up discussions of major themes. The re¬ 
sult is the “absence of a coherent ideology or global worldview linking par¬ 
tial aspects of the theme together in a global view.” 54 

Hanafi noted that the “rules of thematic interpretation” involved 
“[sjocio-political commitment. The interpreter is not a neutral person. 
. . . There is no interpreter without a commitment to something. The 
absence of commitment is a negative commitment, a commitment for 
nothing, for non-commitment. An interpreter is a committed person for 
a cause. He is a reformer, a social actor, a revolutionary.” 55 

The method of Quran interpretation makes explicit the direct connec¬ 
tion between “heritage” and “renewal.” 56 The rules of the method note 
that the interpreter “is looking for a solution of problem,” creates a synop¬ 
sis of verses related to certain basic themes, and subjects them to linguistic 
analysis and examination of the “factual situation.” Then, the interpreter 
must make a comparison “between the Ideal and the real. After building 
the structure giving the qualitative theme and analysing the factual situa¬ 
tion . . . the interpreter draws the comparison between the ideal struc¬ 
ture deduced by content-analysis from the text and the factual situation in¬ 
duced by statistics and social sciences. The interpreter lives between text 
and reality.” Then the final step in the method is that the interpreter must 
take action. 

Once the distance is seen between the ideal world and the real world, 
between kingdom of Heavens and kingdom of Earth, action emerges 
as a new step in the interpretation process. The interpreter himself 
switches from text to action, from theory to practice. . . . Gradual 
steps, time and combined efforts are required without jumping 
the steps or using violence. The complete realization of the Ideal and 
the idealization of the Real are natural process of Reason and 
Nature. 
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In this way, heritage and renewal merge through the actions of the inter¬ 
preter of the heritage acting in the reality of modernity. 

Although there is an insistence on the necessity of action in much of 
what Hanafi writes, there is also an emphasis, as indicated in his discussion 
of the Quranic method, on gradualism and nonviolence. Hanafi did not 
present explicit political platforms or specific blueprints for institutions like 
Islamic banks. The Islamic Left as he defined it was more a general alterna¬ 
tive perspective than a concrete program. 

Hanafi believed in the early 1980s that Egypt was not yet ready for the 
Islamic Left. In an analysis of the prospects for the future in Egypt that he 
presented in 1981, Hanafi said that “an Islamic left [is] not a real alterna¬ 
tive in Egypt as an organized political power.” S7 In terms of the specific 
political and social policy implications of the Islamic Left, Hanafi tied the 
perspective very closely to Nasserism. He spoke of it as 

the combination of Islam and the Nasserist national project. Islam is 
the heart of the masses and Nasserism is their need. Islam without 
Nasserism would fall into formalism like it is the case of Islamic 
groups. Nasserism without Islam will fall into secularism and will 
always be threatened by an Islamic movement. . . . Islamic left, 
when it comes, can be the most durable alternative. The masses can 
find in it their needs and their heart, their body and their soul. 58 

The Nasserism that is part of Hanafi’s vision of the Islamic left is the 
“popular Nasserism” of the masses. After a decade of de-Nasserization, 
“the masses began to discover Nasser. Nasser in their hearts is still alive. 
His name is linked to national dignity, food subsidies, agrarian reform, na¬ 
tionalization, socialism, Arab nationalism, etc.” 59 This association is not 
tied to specific programs of the 1960s so much as it reflects a continuation 
of the hopes aroused by the programs and rhetoric of that era. 

The Islamic Left, as a combination of Islamic heritage and Nasserite 
modernity, “mobilizes its powers to face the main problems of the age, at 
the head of which are: imperialism. Zionism, and capitalism which under¬ 
mine us from without and poverty, oppression, and underdevelopment 
which undermine us from within.” 60 In discussing specifics, Hanafi em¬ 
phasizes the dimension of socioeconomic justice as the key. 

The mode and tone of the program as a whole can be seen in his discus¬ 
sion of how the Islamic Left would respond to the issues of poverty. 

Although according to the text of the Qur'an, we are one commu¬ 
nity, in reality we are two: a poor community and a rich community, 
despite what we say in our preaching and our acclamations of 
Islam. ... [In Islam] wealth is the wealth of God with which we 
are entrusted. We have the right to use, to invest, and to utilize: we 
do not have the right to exploit, misuse, or monopolize. . . . The 
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mission of the Islamic Left is the redistribution of the wealth of Mus¬ 
lims among all Muslims as Islam prescribes, according to work, ef¬ 
fort, and sweat. 61 


The key issues in Hanafi’s works relating to “Heritage and Renewal” 
become a synthesis of method of analysis and visions for programs. The 
heritage can be interpreted through a specific method to establish the 
modernity reflected in the ideas and perspectives of Hanafi’s Islamic Left. 
As Hanafi makes clear many times, “Heritage” in this perspective is not the 
rigid ritualism of the fundamentalists; it is the liberating force that can en¬ 
able Muslims to reject that fundamentalism in the name of an “authentic” 
Islam. 


From Dogma to Revolution 

Although Hanafi often expressed his opposition to violence, he firmly pre¬ 
sents Islam as a revolution. In his task of speaking of heritage and its rela¬ 
tion to modernity, he also speaks of the necessity of moving from “creed to 
revolution.” This aspect of his thought is directly related to Hanafi’s view of 
the current world context and the needs of Muslim peoples in that context. 
The analysis of the imperative to move from creed to revolution is viewed 
within the framework of the needs of developing societies in the modern 
world. He argues that there are two types of societies in the modern world, 
those where “tradition” or heritage remain strong sources of inspiration 
and the “so-called modern society” in which tradition is no longer a source 
of value or authority. In some “traditional Asian societies such as India 
and Japan” there is a “parallelism between Tradition and Modernism . . . 
[but] Tradition and modernization are juxtaposed, one upon the other and 
are not organically unified, one in the other.” 62 

Hanafi does not see that parallelism as a successful continuation of 
tradition, but he sees “tradition” as a possible basis for modern revolution; 

It is possible to conceive a new model of development in traditional 
societies. Since nothing happens in reality before it happens in con¬ 
sciousness, the reconstruction of historical consciousness, namely 
tradition, is the way to development. Since historical consciousness 
is the recipient of tradition and is based on it, the reconstruction 
of tradition is a possible way for social change. Since tradition is 
still used as an argument for authority by the political power in the 
defense of the power-elite against mass interests, why not utilize 
the same tradition as a counter-weapon against the power-elite 
in the defense of mass interests? . . . Nowadays no development 
is possible without mass mobilization for the defense of mass inter¬ 
ests. In this sense a reconstruction of the traditional belief-system 
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would be undertaken, not to defend political authority, but to defend 

the interests of the silent majority. 63 

The goal in this effort is a theology of liberation that can be an effective 
opposition to oppression. This involves a reexamination of the structure of 
inherited belief systems. In this analysis, Hanafi argues that as they devel¬ 
oped, the inherited theological structures reflected the general power 
structures within Muslim societies and supported the powerful against the 
weak, the elite against the masses. “Theology as hermeneutics is not a sa¬ 
cred science but a humanly constructed social science. It reflects socio¬ 
political conflicts. Every social group in a believing society has its own 
interests and defends them in its belief-system. This is what is known as 
Theology." 64 

In his analysis, Hanafi blends his early methodological considerations 
with his more concrete historical interests and contemporary concerns. 
Frequently, the line of argument starts from a description of an apparent 
clash or contradiction between two positions or concepts. Hanafi then 
posits a third alternative that resolves the contradictions and does so in a 
way that creates an imperative for human action. The resolution is seen as 
being provided by Islam rightly understood as an imperative for action that 
resolves contradictions of life. 

This approach is illustrated by his discussions of the relationships be¬ 
tween reason and revelation and his analysis of the theory of leadership. 
In a discussion of reason and revelation, Hanafi describes some of the tra¬ 
ditional perceptions of the contradictions between them. He presents an 
analysis that fits within the conceptualizations of Islamic modernism of 
the past century when he affirms that revelation and reason “are of accord 
when dealing with the inherent goodness or badness of actions. Revelation 
would never contradict a rational judgment.” 65 The rationality of the 
sense of good and evil and the lack of contradiction between reason and 
revelation are important parts of the thinking of major early Islamic mod¬ 
ernists like Muhammad Abduh in Egypt. 66 However, he goes beyond this 
as he places the discussion within the context of a liberation theology: 
“The traditional polarity between Reason and Revelation fails to include 
the third element of a tripartite equation: Reason, Revelation, and Reality. 
Both reason and revelation face one common object which is reality.” 67 It 
is in reality that humans must act and fulfill the demands of both reason 
and revelation. 

A contradictory polarity is similarly resolved in Hanafi's discussion of 
leadership. 68 Hanafi argues that the doctrine of leadership (the imamate) 
in the traditional Muslim belief system concentrates on the person of the 
leader even though the “general conditions of the Imamate as an imper¬ 
sonal function are stipulated in revelation.” 69 He poses the polarity be¬ 
tween the position that leadership is necessary (because humans are bad 
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by nature and need the guidance of an imamate or other leadership) and 
that leadership is unnecessary (because humans are naturally good and, 
as a result, do not require leadership). Hanafi poses a third alternative to 
resolve the contradiction: leadership is “possible since man does not live 
alone and needs the work of others as others need his work. Leadership is 
spontaneous and natural parallel to the formation of social groups.” 70 The 
conclusion that can be drawn within this framework is that while righ¬ 
teous leadership is advantageous, bad, oppressive, and authoritarian lead¬ 
ership can legitimately be rejected by the community. 

In the historical experience of the Muslim community, Hanafi argues 
that the established belief system as it was defined supported the ruling 
elite. “The main doctrine in the belief-system comprising the theory of 
Essence, Attributes and Acts is conceived to justify absolute power. Abso¬ 
lutist theology, the omniscience and omnipotence of God, is a political tool 
used to strengthen political absolutism, that is, the absolute power of the 
Imam." 71 

Because the belief system is rooted in the power struggle, it could also 
provide the basis for opposition. According to Hanafi, in Muslim history 
there were three modes of opposition. One was the “secret opposition from 
within,” which was the Shi'ite, which continued the doctrines of political 
absolutism, and the second was opposition from outside or the periphery of 
society, which was the Kharijite tradition. There was, however, a third posi¬ 
tion, which was public opposition from within and was represented by the 
Mu’tazilites, in whose teachings “God is the universal and Rational Princi¬ 
ple” and the “theory of Unity (Tawhid) is based on the theory of justice.” 72 

This framework provides the basis for how one can move from creed to 
revolution. In the contemporary world, according to Hanafi, the 

ruling power uses Absolutist Theology to maintain itself. The Opposi¬ 
tion forces however are not using a belief-system of opposition. In¬ 
stead, they utilize either secular ideologies of opposition such as 
Marxism, Liberalism, Socialism, Nationalism, etc., or the same Abso¬ 
lutist Theology as the ruling power itself. Each one anathemizes the 
other, authority against opposition, opposition against authority, 
and the opposition factions against each other. 73 

In this context, Hanafi proposes that the interests of the masses need to 
be defended by educating them in the belief systems of opposition. How¬ 
ever, secret opposition from within is not effective because of the strength 
of the apparatuses of control available to the state, and open opposition 
from the outside “is inefficient due to its peripheral nature (separated from 
masses and easily accused of working for Foreign powers).” 74 

The implications of this in Hanafi's view are that the only possible effec¬ 
tive opposition is that which comes openly from within. “It challenges 
political power through reason before the masses using legal channels of 
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communication. It operates legally because it utilizes legal religious duties 
such as advice . . . [and to] order the good and prohibit the evil having 
recourse to the judiciary against the highest political authority in the 
state.” 75 The result is an “Islamic revolutionary blueprint which can be 
agreed upon through community consensus, regardless of differences in 
theoretical frameworks and doctrinal belief systems,” and this blueprint 
“can help all traditional societies switch from dogma to revolution . . . 
[and] effectuate a process of social change through continuity.” 76 

The goal of the reinterpretation is clearly put forward by Hanafi in 
defining the revolution he seeks: 

The purpose of this new construction of the traditional belief-system 
is not to obtain eternal life by knowing the truth, but to acquire suc¬ 
cess in this World by fulfilling the hopes of the Muslim world for 
liberation, freedom, justice, social equality, reunification, identity, 
progress, and mass mobilization, Therefore. Theology as a science is 
of first importance because it is the theoretical analysis of action. 77 


The New Science of Occidentalism 

Although the most prominent part of Hanafi’s work deals with Islam, his 
studies of Western civilization also form a vital part of his life project. At 
the very beginning of his work as a student in Paris, the interaction be¬ 
tween the study of Islam and of the West is clearly visible. His first three 
monographs, written as a part of his doctoral studies, reflect this. One was 
a study of the methods of understanding in the basic discipline in Islamic 
studies, what he called the science of usul al-fiqh (fundamentals of legal 
thought). The second was an analysis of the methods of phenomenology 
as it related to religion, and the third was an application of these methods 
in a study of the New Testament. 

From the very beginning, Hanafi believed that his approach would pro¬ 
vide important insights into understanding the West as well as Islam. 
When he attended the Vatican Council in Rome in 1964, he reports that he 
saw “thousands of Cardinals" who were voting on creeds and texts “with¬ 
out knowing how they had been formed or created or written down.” At 
times he felt that they were voting mistakenly, and he recounts arguing 
with some cardinals, telling them that he would have voted differently. 
Their response was to tell Hanafi that the Holy Spirit was with them and it 
was immune from error. However, they told Hanafi that despite his knowl¬ 
edge, he was open to making mistakes. Hanafi’s conclusion was that “here 
I understood the difference between passion and reason, between faith and 
science. . . . Any time when I feel that there is a contradiction between 
theology and science, I prefer science.” 78 

Hanafi’s goal, within this framework, has been to create a science for 
the understanding of the West. This was to be parallel to Orientalism, 
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which was the West’s flawed efforts to understand “the East” in general, in¬ 
cluding Islam. He calls this new science Occidentalism. 79 

Occidentalism has a place in a number of Hanafi’s projects and visions. 
One consideration is a simple and practical one. Hanafl was interested in 
the history of the West and often taught courses presenting the West. One 
aspect of the development of his concept of Occidentalism is the pragmatic 
one that he needed to understand the materials and work with texts that 
were necessary for his tasks. He was unsatisfied with a Eurocentric vision 
of the West, and the development of his own understanding of Western 
civilization was based on his own extensive studies and work with key 
texts. For a course he prepared an anthology (in Arabic translation) of me¬ 
dieval Christian thought, with special emphasis on Augustine, Anselm, 
and Acquinas, and he did translations and analyses of major works by 
Spinoza, Lessing, Sartre, and other Western thinkers. 

A second framework within which Hanafl developed the concept of Oc¬ 
cidentalism is as a direct response to Western imperialism and Orientalism. 
This is the aspect most fully discussed by Hanafl in most of his works on the 
subject. He argues that Orientalism was basically a vehicle used by the 
West to express and enforce its power over the rest of the world. It created a 
sense of an exotic Other in caricature that then made it permissible to take 
any action against that Other. Parallel to this was the Western image of 
Self as enlightened and virtuous. “By the power of mass-media and its con¬ 
trol by the West, the perpetuation and repetition of this double image was 
made by the Self to disarm the Other and to arm the Self, to create a per¬ 
manent relation of superiority-inferiority complex between the Occident 
and the Orient.” 80 

Occidentalism is the response of the colonized to the domination of the 
West. It develops at a time of the liberation of the colonized and the emer¬ 
gence of a new world context. Independence must, however, in Hanafi’s 
view, be complete. 

Occidentalism is a discipline constituted in Third World countries in 
order to complete the process of decolonization. Military, economic 
and political decolonization would be incomplete without scientific 
and cultural decolonization. As far as colonized countries before or 
after liberation are objects of study, decolonization will be incom¬ 
plete. Decolonization will not be completed except after the liberation 
of the object to become subject and the transformation of the ob¬ 
served to an observer. 81 

Some of this effort is simply to “counter-balance Westernization ten¬ 
dencies in the Third World.” 82 Hanafl wants people outside of the West to 
know the realities of Western society. He is concerned that “modernizers" 
simply and blindly copy Western lifestyles and reject authentic indigenous 
traditions simply because they are not Western. He sees a tension in this 
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between tradition and modernity, which is built on his analysis of “Heri¬ 
tage and Renewal." However, Westernization simply creates a lifestyle for 
the elite in the Third World, with a growing cultural dependence on the 
West. “Occidentalism as a science gives priority to the endogenous [over] 
the exogeneous, to the interior [over] the exterior, to the Self [over] the 
Other. . . . Occidentalism as a cultural movement aims at transforming 
developing societies from transfer of knowledge to cultural creativity.” 83 

Occidentalism becomes a way of doing two things: providing a critique 
of Western civilization from a non-Western standpoint and asserting the 
cultural independence of the formerly dominated “Orient." It is an affirma¬ 
tion of the heterogeneity of global cultures and an assertion that “World 
Culture is a myth created by the Culture of the Center to dominate the pe¬ 
riphery in the name of acculturation. . . . There is no One Culture in 
capital C but there are only multiple cultures, in small cs.” 84 Hanafl sees 
the world context changing and the new vision as a part of that: “The pas¬ 
sage from Orientalism to Occidentalism is in fact a change in the balance of 
power.” 85 In this analysis, it is not clear whether Hanafi is affirming that 
such a power shift has really taken place, since he still speaks of the power 
of the “Center,” or if Occidentalism is to be another weapon in the decolo¬ 
nization struggle. 

A third framework within which Hanafi’s view of Occidentalism should 
be viewed is a more recent development in his thought that speaks of the 
emergence of a “New Social Science.” 86 This is the development of a cri¬ 
tique of Western social science perspectives, from both Western and non- 
Western scholars, and the articulation of a new “world scientific con¬ 
sciousness." The New Social Science has the negative goal of showing the 
problems with older style Western social sciences and the positive goal of 
providing new methods and concepts. 

This new perspective argues that “Western Social Science is not an in¬ 
nocent science free from bias but ideologically oriented and politically mo¬ 
tivated.” 87 The critique of Western social science provides also a sense of 
the basic assumptions of Hanafi's new social science. Western social sci¬ 
ence affirms objectivity, neutrality, and universalism. In Hanafai’s view, 

[objectivity is a myth, not only in social science but even in natural 
science. Since the World is lived, perceived and conceptualized, it is 
always a subjective world. . . . Neutrality is another myth in 
Western Social Science. It is another device to hide partiality. . . . 
Universalism is a third myth. There is no absolute social science. So¬ 
cial science is linked to societies developing in history and tied to cul¬ 
tural pluralism. Any pretension of Universalism is in fact a desire for 
hegemony. 88 

Hanafi does not discuss, in this analysis, how this relates to his affirmations 
of the universality of basic Islamic principles in some of his other studies. 
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Occidentalism becomes a way for Hanafi to discuss the West in the same 
way that he examines the Islamic tradition. However, it has a tone of sim¬ 
ply being the reverse of a technique of oppression. Hanafi himself is aware 
of this and notes that 

Eurocentricity may generate a counter-Eurocentrcity which is still 
Eurocentricity put upside down. . . . Creating a whole conceptual 
world, a new methodology and obtaining new results require the 
whole process of de-Westernization and the simultaneous initiation 
of all previous fields of research till the Third World becomes concep¬ 
tually and methodologically independent. For the time being, if 
“New Social Science” is only even a reaction to Western Social Sci¬ 
ence, it helps in the process of self-assertion, the minimization of the 
oppressive exogeneity and the maximization of the liberating endo¬ 
geneity . 89 

Occidentalism is not neutral. It fits clearly into Hanafi’s distinctive affir¬ 
mation of “heritage" and his critique of the West. However, it is not simply 
a declaration of the West as the “Great Satan.” It is the affirmation of an 
intellectual in the classical style of a challenge to the status quo and a pre¬ 
sentation of a more ideal alternative. 
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5 

RACHID GHANNOU5HI 

Activist in Exile 


If God wishes me to become a martyr of the mosques, then let it 
be. But I tell you that my death will not be in vain, and that from 
my blood, Islamic flowers will grow. 

—Rachid Ghannoushi 


In 1987, Rachid Ghannoushi defiantly faced the State Security Court in 
Tunis, knowing full well that President Habib Bourguiba sought to strike 
a mortal blow against the Islamic movement in Tunisia by having him sen¬ 
tenced to death. 1 Two years later, in April 1989, Tunisians participated 
in the first democratic elections after the fall of Habib Bourguiba’s govern¬ 
ment in mid-November 1987. To the astonishment of many, Islamic ac¬ 
tivists did extraordinarily well, capturing 13 percent of the popular vote 
nationally and between 30 and 40 percent in many major urban areas, 
in a country long regarded as among the most Westernized secular govern¬ 
ments in the Muslim world. The Islamic Tendency Movement (MTI; 
Mouvement de la Tendance Islamique) and its leader, Rachid al-Ghan- 
noushi, who had been imprisoned and sentenced to life in prison in Sep¬ 
tember 1987 and after the coup granted amnesty in 1988, emerged tri¬ 
umphant, earning their place as the strongest opposition group in Tunisia. 
By the 1990s Ghannoushi was in exile and his movement driven under¬ 
ground. 

Despite the growth and expansion of the Islamic resurgence through¬ 
out much of the Muslim world in the 1970s and 1980s, most observers had 
been convinced that North Africa in general and Tunisia in particular, 
with its strong Western secular orientation, would not experience the im¬ 
pact of contemporary Islamic revivalism in any significant manner. By the 
1990s, Rachid Ghannoushi’s movement had proven its effectiveness, 
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emerging as the major voice of political opposition, a voice the government 
progressively sought to silence. 

Tunisia, which gained independence in 1956, had had but one ruler for 
more than thirty years, Habib Bourguiba (1956-1987), its nationalist hero. 
More than any other Muslim ruler, except perhaps Turkey’s Ataturk, who 
established a totally secular state, Bourguiba set Tunisia on a path of mod¬ 
ernization that was heavily pro-Western and secular and in the process be¬ 
came a valued friend and ally of France and the United States. Tunisia’s 
Arab-Islamic heritage was overshadowed by an official Francophile cul¬ 
ture. French rather than Arabic was the official government language, 
the language of higher education, and the language and culture of elite so¬ 
ciety. Bourguiba carefully circumscribed the presence and influence of 
Islam. Shortly after independence, Tunisia passed the Personal Status Law 
(1957), which went farther than any other Muslim country except secular 
Turkey in banning polygamy. Even more symbolic of Bourguiba's ap¬ 
proach to religion and modernization and his wholehearted acceptance of 
Western values were the abolition of Shariah courts, the ban on the wear¬ 
ing of the hijab (headscarf) by women, and his attempt to get workers to 
ignore the fast of Ramadan. Drinking a glass of orange juice on national 
television during the fast of Ramadan and thus publicly violating Islamic 
law, Bourguiba criticized the deleterious effects of fasting during daylight 
hours and urged Muslims not to observe the fast, which he claimed af¬ 
fected productivity and economic development. The Zaytouna, a famed 
center of Islamic learning in North Africa and the Muslim world, was 
closed. The ulama were debilitated, rather than, as occurred in many 
Muslim countries, coopted by the government. For Bourguiba, Islam repre¬ 
sented the past, and the West Tunisia’s only hope for a modern future. That 
attitude was rigorously challenged to its logical conclusion in the 1980s 
when Islamic revivalism did emerge as a force to be reckoned with. 

While much attention was given during the 1980s to Islamic move¬ 
ments worldwide, comparatively little was known about Tunisia’s Islamic 
Tendency Movement and its leaders. Government attempts to portray MTI 
as an Iranian-inspired radical revolutionary organization only confused its 
image at home and abroad. The charge of an Iranian connection was ac¬ 
ceptable to many people who believed that revivalism could not be indige¬ 
nous to Tunisia. 

The emergence of MTI and the life of its principal ideologue. Rachid al- 
Ghannoushi. encompass many of the political and religious currents of 
the times: Tunisian nationalism, Nasserism, and finally the reassertion of 
Islam in Muslim public life. Ghannoushi, who has guided MTI (subse¬ 
quently renamed the Renaissance Party, EnEnnahda, or Hizb al-Ennahda) 
throughout its history and ideological development, has emerged as one of 
the most adroit and flexible of Islamic activist leaders. While drawing on 
the richness of the Islamic tradition as well as Western thought, he has 
proven to be a creative reformer and interpreter of Islam. 
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Early Life and Formation 


Rachid al-Ghannoushi Khriji was born in 1941 outside of a small village, 
al-Hama, in the province of Qabis in southern Tunisia. His father was a 
farmer who relied on his ten children and four wives to assist him in his 
work. A devout man and the only member of the village to have memo¬ 
rized the entire Quran, he saw to it that all of his ten children, sons and 
daughters, studied the Quran. Despite the pressures to work the land, 
Ghannoushi's mother, the youngest of his father’s four wives, insisted 
upon the value of education, an emphasis that would see the family pro¬ 
duce a professor, judge, and an Islamic scholar-activist. 

Ghannoushi’s mother had a major impact on his life and attitude toward 
women. While his father was a farmer and more locally oriented, his mother 
came from a merchant family that had had more contact with the outside 
world. Endowed with a “powerful personality” and believing that education 
would provide the door to the world for her children, she insisted on and pre¬ 
vailed in getting her children formally educated. The Ghannoushi family 
was the only family in their rural community to eventually leave agriculture 
and become part of the modern educated professional community. 

Ghannoushi began primary school at the age of ten, attending the vil¬ 
lage school in al-Hama, where he was taught in Arabic and French. Al¬ 
though he began his formal education later than usual, he could already 
read and write by the time he attended school. His formal education was 
interrupted when, after several years, his father withdrew him from the 
school for both religious and economic reasons. His father objected to 
Rachid’s learning French, the language of Tunisia’s colonial masters, 
whom he also regarded as the enemies of Islam, at the expense of his Ara¬ 
bic mother tongue and Quranic learning. Moreover, Rachid was needed at 
home to help his aging father and the women of the household. 

When Ghannoushi’s brothers completed their schooling, the family was 
able to give up agriculture and move to the village. Rachid, who was no 
longer needed to work the land, went off in 1956 to study at a Zaytouna 
school ( madrasa ) in the city of Gabbas, where he earned a diploma in the¬ 
ology prior to its being closed by the government. The Zaytouna school sys¬ 
tem consisted of a network of religious schools based on a more formally 
Islamic curriculum that culminated in the major mosque-university of 
Tunis, Zaytouna. Similar to Egypt’s al-Azhar University, the oldest center 
of Islamic learning, it combined a traditional Islamic curriculum with a 
modern course of study. Rachid studied the Quran and Islamic law 
and theology—as well as modern subjects and sciences (in a modern 
curriculum)—in Arabic rather than French. The approach and presenta¬ 
tion of Islam was primarily past-oriented and very traditional. Ghan¬ 
noushi would later criticize the Zaytouna system as a dead end: first, be¬ 
cause the study of Islam at Zaytouna made students feel as if they were 
“going into a museum.” Emphasis was placed on past legal practice rather 
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than on Islam’s relevance to the present. Second, given Tunisia’s French 
orientation culturally and educationally, admission to university, except for 
the faculty of theology, was based on graduation from the French system. 
Thus, Zaytouna graduates were generally restricted to opportunities and 
jobs as teachers or religious leaders. 

After completing his secondary school education in 1962, Ghannoushi 
studied religion in the faculty of theology at the Zaytouna University of 
Tunis. However, his tendency to challenge his teachers with questions 
drawn from his study of Western philosophy led to his withdrawal from the 
university in his last year there. He obtained a job as a primary school 
teacher for two years and toyed with plans to become a journalist. 

In 1964, Ghannoushi left Tunis and went to Egypt, where he enrolled at 
Cairo University, studying agriculture. However, his stay was abruptly cut 
short when President Bourguiba, fearing the influence of Nasser’s Arab so¬ 
cialism, withdrew Tunisian students. Ghannoushi was forced to leave 
Egypt after only four months and transfer to the University of Damascus in 
Syria, where he completed a bachelor’s degree in philosophy. During his 
Damascus period, he busied himself with the study of philosophy, mostly 
Western rather than Islamic. He was an ardent Arab nationalist and joined 
the Syrian Nationalist Socialist Party (SNSP), a pan-Syrian party influ¬ 
enced by Nasserist ideas. At this stage of his life, like many college students 
of his generation, despite his early upbringing, he discontinued his practice 
of Islam, that is, observance of daily prayers. 

From Arab Nationalism to Islam: 

The Making of an Islamic Activist 

During his stay in Syria, Ghannoushi made a seven-month trip through 
Europe, which, like Sayyid Qutb’s experience in America, was to have a sig¬ 
nificant influence on his life, perception of the West, and turn to Islamic 
activism. He encountered “the other Europe,” working at odd jobs (in con¬ 
struction, grape picking, in restaurants) and living in youth hostels. Here 
for the first time he experienced the West in its own context and diversity. 
In particular, he was struck by the discovery that people were not as pros¬ 
perous or happy as he had always envisioned. Disillusioned, he became 
convinced that Europe was not the model of civilization to be emulated by 
the Arab world. This European experience, combined with his studies and 
experience in Damascus, seriously altered his perception and attitude not 
only toward the West but also toward Arab nationalism. He began to ques¬ 
tion the ideas and realities behind both Western ideologies and Arab na¬ 
tionalism. What was the meaning of Arab nationalism? What was its un¬ 
derlying ideology? What kind of freedom was Nasser talking about—that 
which existed (or did not exist) in Egypt? Ghannoushi concluded that Arab 
nationalism was imported from the West and ultimately “was empty.” 
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In addition to the rivalry between Nasserist and Baathist Arab national¬ 
ists, the Islamic movement, in particular the Muslim Brotherhood, was 
also active on university campuses. It was during this period of his self¬ 
doubt and questioning of Arab nationalism that Islamically oriented stu¬ 
dents showed Ghannoushi another alternative, the way of Islam. He dis¬ 
covered a new kind of Islam, “an Islam that was alive,” 2 the antithesis 
of the stagnant, passive (“museum”) Islam that he had so hated during 
his studies at the Zaytouna. Like most contemporary Islamic activists, 
Ghannoushi became exposed to and was influenced by the writings of 
prominent Islamic reformers and activists of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, pioneers of contemporary Islamic activism. He read 
Muhammed Iqbal’s Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam and discov¬ 
ered an Islam, informed by a unique synthesis of Islamic belief and West¬ 
ern philosophy, that could argue with the West on its own grounds. He also 
began to read Muhammad Qutb's Man between Materialism and Islam and 
then was introduced to the writings of Hasan al-Banna, Mawlana Maw- 
dudi, Sayyid Outb, and Said al-Hawa. Here he encountered a “strong 
Islam” 3 with arguments that made sense, based not only on belief but also 
on reason. Ghannoushi found himself drifting toward an Islamic alterna¬ 
tive. He became increasingly convinced that Arab nationalism was essen¬ 
tially Western in its origins and ideologically not firmly rooted in Arab/ 
Islamic civilization. 

The 1967 Six Day War proved to be a turning point in Rachid Ghan- 
noushi’s life. He was in Syria when Israeli planes hit Damascus. The attack 
occurred at a time when Islamically oriented students and Arab national¬ 
ists were locked in a bitter argument regarding the Arab struggle with Is¬ 
rael. The Islamists had countered the latter’s conviction that the Arabs 
could win in a war with Israel, maintaining that the defeat of Israel would 
require much more than a military victory. Like the Israelis, the Arabs 
needed a strong ideology and faith. The overwhelming Arab defeat shocked 
Syria’s Baathist (Arab nationalist) government and convinced Ghan¬ 
noushi and many other disillusioned Muslims that the “only refuge . . . 
was the Quran.” 4 

In 1968, Ghannoushi moved from Syria to Paris to obtain a master’s de¬ 
gree at the Sorbonne, since study in France and mastery of French could 
open the door to a good position when he returned to Tunis. Although he 
had studied and learned about Islam in Damascus, he had not joined an Is¬ 
lamic movement. In Paris, he became more involved in Islamic activities. 
For the first time, like many others of his generation studying abroad, 
Ghannoushi found himself immersed in a foreign culture, struggling to re¬ 
tain his faith and identity. In his search for an environment that would en¬ 
able him to preserve his identity, he stumbled upon the Tablighi Jamaat, an 
apolitical Islamic missionary society, which originated in Pakistan, whose 
itinerant preachers travel throughout the world calling (dawa) Muslims to 
a religiously observant life. Here he found a religious community that pro- 
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vided a source of spiritual sustenance and a sense of moral purpose. The 
Tabligh provided Ghannoushi’s first experience of organized Islamic 
work/activism. Members walked the streets and visited the local cafes, 
inviting Muslims (many of whom knew little of their faith) to come to the 
mosque to learn more about Islam, study the Quran, and be shown how to 
pray. Ghannoushi traveled to many parts of France, observing the poor liv¬ 
ing conditions of North African workers, visiting bars, and trying to bring 
people back to Islam. 

Because he was better educated than most of the North Africans in 
Paris, Ghannoushi was called on to teach them about Islam. In 1969, with 
property provided by an Algerian merchant, a small store was transformed 
into a storefront mosque, and Ghannoushi was asked to serve as the imam 
(leader) of this private, non-Tabligh, storefront mosque. Ghannoushi re¬ 
members this year as the most difficult in his life, even more than the later 
years spent in prison. Financially and morally, it was a severe trial. Unlike 
some of his friends, he was unable to find a permanent position and was 
forced to survive on part-time jobs. At the same time, thrust into a position 
of religious leadership for which he felt ill prepared, he fought both to re¬ 
tain his own identity in the midst of what he regarded as a “morally alien” 
culture of individualism and unfettered freedoms (sex, alcohol, etc.) and to 
minister to North African Muslims in destitute situations. As he later com¬ 
mented, whereas in Tunis the basic need of Muslims was freedom of 
speech and other human rights, “[i]n Paris, the issue was not freedom but 
rather to learn the Quran, to have a mosque, to worship, and to find a good 
Muslim life.” 5 

Origins of the Islamic Movement 

Tunisia, like much of the Arab world, was reeling after the Arab defeat 
in the Six Day War of 1967. For many, the defeat of Arab nationalism/ 
socialism as an ideological force was experienced at home as well as 
abroad. As in many parts of the Muslim world, the defeat of 1967 had led 
many in Tunisia to a stocktaking of the postindependence period and its 
failed expectations. In Tunisia, thirteen years after Bourguiba had led his 
country to independence, experimentation with a planned socialist econ¬ 
omy during the 1960s, in particular the collectivization of agricultural 
lands under his minister of planning, Ahmed Ben Sallah (1962-1969), had 
resulted in the dismal performance of the economy, unemployment, and 
strikes. For some, the failure of Bourguiba and his Destourian Socialist 
Party to provide an effective political ideology and economic development 
merely underscored the need for a more authentic alternative ideology, a 
return to Islam. At the same time, the government, anxious to distance 
itself from the left, embarked on a policy of political and economic liberal¬ 
ization and was more amenable to Islam. Among other things, this new 
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mood led to a greater interest in the revivification of Tunisia’s Arab-Islamic 
identity and heritage. The reassertion of Islamic identity was reflected in 
the establishment of cultural societies in the 1970s, in particular the 
Quran Preservation Society at the Zaytouna mosque, and in the growth of 
Islamically oriented student groups at the universities and secondary 
schools. 

The resurgence of Islam in Tunisia was also strongly influenced ideo¬ 
logically by Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood. Bourguiba himself had little 
sympathy for the Brotherhood; however, because he disliked and felt 
threatened by the populist appeal in the Arab world of Egypt’s Nasser, he 
permitted the distribution of Muslim Brotherhood literature. The Brother¬ 
hood was an outspoken opponent of Nasser and had experienced govern¬ 
ment suppression, repression, and the execution of some of its leaders, 
such as Sayyid Qutb. The writings of Muslim Brothers such as Hasan al- 
Banna, Sayyid Qutb, his brother Muhammad Qutb, and Muhammad 
al-Ghazzali were avidly read and had a powerful influence on the nascent 
Islamic movement in Tunisia. The young, educated members of the move¬ 
ment were particularly attracted to Sayyid Qutb, who, in response to the 
repression of the Nasser regime, had become progressively more radical¬ 
ized and preached a more militant antigovernment revolutionary Islamic 
ideology. Qutb’s execution by the Nasser government only increased his 
popular image and following, earning him the status of a martyr for Islam. 

In 1970, Ghannoushi returned home to visit his mother after a five-year 
absence. His stay in his home village was cut short by his family’s concerns 
over the repercussions of his public criticism of Tunisia’s failed socialist 
economic policies. With the encouragement of his brothers, who now 
feared his imprisonment and whose own positions in society (judge and 
professor) were compromised by his public criticism, Rachid Ghannoushi 
left his family with the intention of returning to Paris. He stopped first in 
Tunis to visit the Zaytouna mosque. There he again met some Tabligh 
members, who invited him to preach at another mosque in Laconia, a 
popular quarter. The responsiveness of the local people to his preaching 
and his first meeting the next day with Sheikh Abd al-Fatah Morou. a 
lawyer and Islamic activist, led to his decision to remain in Tunis and work 
in a small group with Morou and other like-minded, Islamically oriented 
young men. 

Utilizing his training in philosophy and his experience as an Islamic 
worker among poor workers, Ghannoushi assumed the twin roles of 
teacher and Islamic preacher-activist. He obtained a position as a philoso¬ 
phy teacher in a large secondary school in Tunis, and he began to preach 
in many of the local mosques. With Morou and several others, he joined 
the Quran Preservation Society, which had been founded at the Zaytouna 
mosque in 1970. 

The secondary schools and mosques became major centers of activity, 
organizing conferences and meetings at the former and offering lessons on 
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Islam at the latter. Muslim youth, the next generation, was the primary 
focus of attention, for, as Ghannoushi observed, “[i]n those years it was dif¬ 
ficult to find a young man praying, especially if he was from the so-called 
educated people. . . . The system had taken the precaution of indoctri¬ 
nating the youth—the materialistic tendency rendered them useless and 
servile.” 6 Ghannoushi proved a popular preacher and teacher, drawing 
large crowds from among the poor working class to his sermons as he 
moved from one mosque to another. He attracted many students from his 
school to the weekly discussions conducted at the Quran Preservation So¬ 
ciety, which was dedicated to the promotion of Tunisia’s Arab-Islamic her¬ 
itage and enjoyed government sponsorship. To the extent that it remained 
an apolitical cultural society, Bourguiba found it useful as a foil against his 
leftist critics. For Ghannoushi, who was convinced that Tunisia’s ills were 
symptoms of a deep-seated identity crisis, his teaching, preaching, and 
participation in the Society were interrelated aspects of his mission to re¬ 
store or revitalize Tunisia's Arab-Islamic roots and civilization. His experi¬ 
ence and that of other nonelites reflected that deep-seated identity crisis 
and the source of its weakness: 

I remember we used to feel like strangers in our own country. We had 
been educated as Muslims and Arabs, while we could see that the 
country had been totally molded in the French cultural identity. For 
us the doors to any further education were closed since the univer¬ 
sity was completely westernized. At that time, those wanting to con¬ 
tinue their studies in Arabic had to go to the Middle East. 7 

Ghannoushi’s preaching and writing (in the movement's magazine, 
al-Marifa, and in pamphlets like "What Is the West?” and “Our Path to Civi¬ 
lization”) drew heavily on the interpretations and ideological worldview of 
modern Muslim scholar-activists such as Mawlana Mawdudi, Hasan al- 
Banna, Sayyid Qutb and his brother Muhammad Qutb, Said Hawwa, 
Malek Bennabi, and Muhammad Iqbal. The message was one of condem¬ 
nation of the backwardness (political, social, economic, and cultural) of 
society, its loss of identity and morals because of dependence on a morally 
bankrupt and crisis-ridden Western society, and the need for a return to 
Islam, its civilization and values. The culprits were the West, the Bourguiba 
government, and Tunisia’s Westernized elites, as well as the traditional re¬ 
ligious establishment, which had been coopted by the government and 
preached a stagnant rather than a dynamic Islam. For Ghannoushi, the 
only hope for Tunisia, the Muslim world, and indeed the Third World, was 
Islam. However, during the period from 1970 to 1978, the Islamic move¬ 
ment and its message remained primarily concerned with religiocultural 
change in society. As an officially apolitical religiocultural movement, it 
posed little direct threat to the government. In fact, the religiocultural dis- 
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cussions and activities of the movement, as epitomized by the Quran 
Preservation Society, obscured the political consciousness and intellectual 
politicization that were taking place. 


From Cultural Reform to Political 
Activism 

As in much of the Muslim world, the years 1978-1979 proved to be a politi¬ 
cal turning point in the life of Rachid Ghannoushi and the history of 
Tunisia’s Islamic movement. The late 1970s saw the progressive politiciza¬ 
tion of the Islamic movement in response to the internal social situation in 
Tunisia and political events that were taking place in Iran. Bourguiba’s use 
of the military to brutally crush demonstrations in the “food riots” of Janu¬ 
ary 1978 and the subsequent victory of Iran’s Islamic revolution in 1979 
underscored the failures of Tunisian Westernized secular society and fired 
the imaginations and enthusiasm of many for a return to Islam—an Is¬ 
lamic alternative. The confrontation between the government and the 
General Union of Tunisian Workers (UGTT) culminated in a general strike 
on January 26,1978, in which many were killed or injured by government 
forces. Although Tunisia’s trade union movement was considered by some 
to be the strongest in Africa and the Arab world, Ghannoushi and the 
movement had avoided any involvement, leary of unionism and Commu¬ 
nism. The UGTT was controlled by the government’s Destour Party and re¬ 
garded by Ghannoushi as Marxist; “The social confrontation between rich 
and poor is a Marxist formula that did not correspond to our understand¬ 
ing of life. Later on, we realized that Islam also has a say in the confronta¬ 
tion, and that, as Muslims, we could not stay indifferent to it. Islam gives 
support to the oppressed.’’ 8 In light of their noninvolvement in the social 
upheaval of January 1978, the Islamists found themselves forced to rethink 
their ideas and strategy as they struggled with the question: “How could 
we be that much out of touch with what was actually going on within our 
own society so that we did not play any role in society?” 9 


Politicization of the Islamic 
Movement 

The deteriorating conditions in Tunisia and the fact that the Islamic move¬ 
ment was positioned outside the political arena convinced Ghannoushi 
and other movement leaders of the need to move beyond broad ideological 
statements. They became convinced of the need to relate Islam directly and 
specifically to the real, everyday problems (political, economic, and social) 
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of the people. Islam must be seen as a source not only of identity but also of 
true liberation—of the whole person and society. This new direction placed 
the Islamists on a collision course with the apolitical stance of the Quran 
Preservation Society; in 1978 they were expelled, denounced as inflexible 
reactionaries. 10 The transformation of the movement from a religiocul- 
tural force into a sociopolitical movement was formalized with the estab¬ 
lishment of the Islamic Association (Jamaah al-lslamiyya) in 1979, one 
year after the 1978 riots and in the wake of Iran’s revolution. Thus a hith¬ 
erto informally organized group of like-minded people, run by its founders 
and key leaders and centered around group meetings and discussions, be¬ 
came a more structured, participatory activist organization with rules, 
guidelines, and a commitment to social action. 

The Islamic Association was set up as a national organization guided by 
its amir (leader), Ghannoushi, and an elected consultative council (majlis 
al-shum). Like many other Islamic activist organizations, such as Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood, the organization had both a public and a private pro¬ 
file. The realities of functioning under an authoritarian regime required 
that some of its cells be secret or underground. The transformation of the 
Islamic movement into a sociopolitical organization with its direct involve¬ 
ment in Tunisian political and economic affairs enhanced its attractiveness 
and popularity. Ghannoushi preached his message of a holistic Islam rele¬ 
vant to issues of political and economic rights in the mosques of Tunisia. 
Tunisia’s mosques became the meeting-places for gatherings of thousands 
of students and provided platforms from which the struggle for Islam could 
be equated with the needs and grievances of the poor and the oppressed. 
The movement also addressed these problems in communiques and confer¬ 
ences and in the movement's publication, al-Marifa (established in 1973), 
which provided religious legitimacy for the movement’s sociopolitical mes¬ 
sage. Students and workers in particular were drawn to the new organiza¬ 
tion either as members or sympathizers. The movement attracted most of 
its membership from the urban lower middle and middle classes. Ghan- 
noushi’s message of political freedom and social activism in defense of the 
rights of the poor and the oppressed enabled the Islamic Association to 
align itself with the UGTT and win support within its ranks. At the same 
time, it targeted universities and schools. Islamic student organizations 
grew and proliferated on campuses, attracting young men and women 
from the science and engineering faculties in particular. Although they 
clashed with secular nationalists and leftist students, Islamic student or¬ 
ganizations eventually dominated student politics. 

Ghannoushi and the Islamic Association spoke directly to the issues 
(workers’ rights, jobs, wages, poverty, Westernization versus a more au¬ 
thentic national and cultural identity, political participation) many ’Tuni¬ 
sians faced, presenting a living Islam, not the "museum Islam” he had en¬ 
countered and rejected in his student days. 
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The Islamic Tendency Movement 


In April 1981 when the Bourguiba government briefly liberalized Tunisia’s 
one-party political system, the Islamic Association was transformed into a 
political party, the Islamic Tendency Movement (MTI). Its new name distin¬ 
guished it from its former, more generic title, Islamic Association or group, 
which tended to equate its identity solely with the global Muslim com¬ 
munity (ummah). MTI indicated more precisely that it was one of a num¬ 
ber of trends in Tunisian society, Islamic, secular, leftists, and so on. The 
phrase “Islamic Trend or Tendency” was already in use by Islamic student 
groups in the universities, who had borrowed the name from their Su¬ 
danese counterparts. 

Although Bourguiba refused to issue a license legalizing the party, MTI 
declared its religiopolitical goals: the reassertion of Tunisia’s Islamic way of 
life and values, reemphasis on moral values and restriction of Tunisia’s 
Westernized (Francophile) profile, democracy and political pluralism, eco¬ 
nomic and social justice. Bourguiba's authoritarianism and the restrictive 
policies of his government had increasingly alienated many Tunisians, 
spawning a religious and secular opposition that had shared grievances 
and had been equally repressed. As a result, MTI proved effective in attract¬ 
ing many of the disaffected—not only workers and union members but 
also students and young, middle-class professionals, professors, teachers, 
engineers, lawyers, scientists, and doctors. 

The politicization of the Islamic movement drew the wrath of Habib 
Bourguiba, who regarded it as a threat to the authority and legitimacy of 
his government. He had tolerated Islamic organizations as long as they re¬ 
mained apolitical religious movements, for, if anything, they helped offset 
or counterbalance the charges of his Islamic critics. However, politics was 
quite another matter. MTI’s sociopolitical platform was a double challenge. 
It echoed the criticisms of other (secular) opposition groups with whom it 
was willing to work and, even more threateningly, did so in the name of 
Islam and at a time when many Muslim governments were nervous about 
the export and impact of the Iranian model (revolution). In 1981, the Bour¬ 
guiba government cracked down on MTI, arresting and imprisoning Ghan- 
noushi and many of its leaders while others went underground or into self- 
imposed exile abroad. 

Having turned its attention to addressing the problems of Tunisian so¬ 
ciety and generating its own alternative, MTI was forced to shift its atten¬ 
tion, from 1981 to 1983, to survival and the creation of a new generation of 
leaders, since most of its senior leaders were either in jail or in exile. During 
this period, a major transformation occurred. More than ever before, MTI 
was brought to the realization of the limitations of the Muslim Brother¬ 
hood’s ideology, which was conditioned by its Egyptian origins and experi¬ 
ence. There was a growing conviction of the need to confront and to 
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address the particular circumstances and conditions of Tunisia by develop¬ 
ing an ideology, program, and solutions more specifically suited to the 
Tunisian experience. The new leadership initiated a process of reevalua¬ 
tion in order to learn from past mistakes and to set new priorities for 
Tunisia’s Islamic movement. 

Ali Laridh is a perfect example of the new generation of leadership that 
emerged during the crisis of 1981. Born in 1955, he represents the second 
generation in modern Tunisia, that is, those in the emerging modern- 
educated elite who have been more influenced by Islam. He epitomizes the 
impact of Ghannoushi in producing a new generation of Tunisians, an al¬ 
ternative elite, modern-educated but more Arab-Islamically oriented. Lar¬ 
idh attended Tunisian secondary schools and in 1974 joined the Islamic 
movement as a sympathizer. Among the first students to join the univer¬ 
sity’s marine biology program in 1976, he graduated with a degree in engi¬ 
neering in 1980 and immediately began working with the movement. Like 
many of his generation, his outlook and ideas as a student were shaped by 
the broader international Islamic movement and its primary ideologues, 
Hasan al-Banna, Sayyid Qutb, and Mawlana Mawdudi. Pakistan’s Maw- 
dudi, in particular, was among the most important. Laridh and many 
other students were recruited from the mosques and schools, invited or 
called (dawa) to reaffirm their Islamic identity, and taught about Islam and 
how to fight the Communists on campus. Both modern education and Is¬ 
lamic formation and activism were combined to produce a “new man.” At 
the same time that they were exposed to Western ideas in science and tech¬ 
nology, these students of Tunisia’s postindependence generation were re¬ 
quired to read books on Islam as well as books about and against Commu¬ 
nism in order to be able to confront and refute the communists. Looking for 
new solutions, Ali and many others adapted well both to their new West¬ 
ern scientific ideas and to an Islamic orientation. Thus, the Islamic move¬ 
ment provided an alternative to the Communists and the nationalists on 
campus. 

While many of MTI’s senior leaders were imprisoned during the 1981 
crackdown, Ali avoided capture and went underground, where he func¬ 
tioned as one of the new (younger, second-generation) leadership. While 
loyal, the youths experienced the first generation or founders of MTI as 
prone to be like protective parents and thus more resistant to the new ideas 
that come with each generation. At the same time, they responded to the 
concerns of the older generation, who feared that the movement had been 
weakened by ideas and innovations that were not based on “true” Islam 
(such as those of the Islamic Left, represented by Muslim intellectuals like 
Egypt’s Hasan Hanafi). The younger generation searched their tradition 
more self-consciously for basic principles of Islam on which to base and le¬ 
gitimate their ideas and strategies. 

The release of activists in a 1984 general amnesty saw a new period of 
vitality and growth as the older and the new generation of MTI leaders 
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worked side by side. The Islamic movement grew exponentially. MTI had 
attracted the support of opposition groups and the UGTT during its period 
of suppression. Its message and willingness to make common cause with 
other opposition groups enhanced its image as a moderate group and at¬ 
tracted followers and sympathizers. However, the political situation contin¬ 
ued to deteriorate. Habib Bourguiba, president-for-life, tightened his grip 
on power and muzzled internal dissent amid growing discontent, especially 
among the youth of Tunisia, who constituted two-thirds of its population 
of seven million. The government was plagued by poor economic condi¬ 
tions, charges of government corruption, and financial mismanagement. 
Key government officials and advisors (including the prime minister, Mo¬ 
hammed Mzali, as well as Bourguiba's wife and son) were banished or 
shunned. Oppositon newspapers were banned, the UGTT was dismantled 
and its leader imprisoned, and a nationwide security crackdown targeted 
“Islamic fundamentalism,” which the government increasingly denounced 
as a radical, violent, antidemocratic revolutionary movement backed by 
Iran. 

Within three years after its leaders had been released from prison 
in 1984, Habib Bourguiba once again moved against MTI in March 1987, 
arresting Ghannoushi and setting off street battles and clashes between 
Islamic activist students and leftists in the universities. When French 
authorities arrested six expatriate Tunisians for possession of arms, Bour¬ 
guiba charged MTI with initiating an Iranian-inspired plot to overthrow 
the Tunisian government. The facts indicated otherwise. France had estab¬ 
lished no MTI connection and had, in fact, claimed that the six were mem¬ 
bers of the pro-Iranian Islamic Jihad and Hizbullah. Despite this fact, the 
Bourguiba government arrested more than three thousand MTI members. 
Similarly, when Islamic Jihad subsequently claimed responsibility for a se¬ 
ries of hotel bombings in Tunisia, ten members of MTI. not Islamic Jihad, 
were charged, despite the fact that the majority of those accused were al¬ 
ready imprisoned at the time of the alleged crime. Although the Bourghiba 
government tried to discredit MTI as “Khomeinists,” an Iranian-backed 
threat to Tunisia, as Dirk Vanderwalle observed, “[t]he Islamic Tendency 
Movement . . . posed no threat to the country’s rulers or its political sys¬ 
tem. But the movement’s criticism of personal power, economic misman¬ 
agement, corruption, and moral laxity allowed it to become a symbol— 
perceived especially by the younger, educated generation as an alternative 
in a country void of political alternatives.” 11 

Bourguiba was so intent on eradicating his “Islamic threat" that when 
the courts sentenced Ghannoushi to life imprisonment at hard labor but 
did not deliver a death sentence, Bourguiba ordered a new trial. 

The impact of the 1981 and 1987 repression of MTI put severe strains 
on its leadership’s moderate stance. It exacerbated differences within the 
movement, radicalizing some members who charged that the only re¬ 
sponse or defense to regime violence was force or armed struggle (jihad). As 


RACHID GHANNOUSHI 103 



rumors spread that Bourguiba was intent on Ghannoushi’s execution and 
the eradication of MTI, MTI’s members divided over the proper strategy or 
response. Although Ghannoushi advised against violence, voices were in¬ 
creasingly raised, advocating a tough response to government oppression. 
As the debate raged and a popular uprising seemed likely, Zeine Abedin Ben 
Ali, Bourguiba’s prime minister, a former military man who had served as 
interior minister and overseen the suppression of MTI, seized power from 
the aging dictator in November 1987. 

Ben Ali moved quickly to consolidate his power, legitimate his rule, and 
counter the government’s Islamic opposition. He promised political liberal¬ 
ization, democratization and a multiparty political system, precisely what 
all the opposition parties had been clamoring for. Moreover, Ben Ali under¬ 
took a number of steps to enhance his legitimacy and counter the chal¬ 
lenge of Islamic activists. In contrast to Bourguiba, he deliberately and self¬ 
consciously appealed to Tunisia’s Arab/Islamic heritage. Ben Ali went on a 
much-publicized pilgrimage to Mecca. His speeches incorporated Islamic 
formulae, television and radio broadcast the call to prayer, the theological 
faculty at the Zaytouna Mosque was reopened, and the fast of Ramadan 
was officially observed. Ben Ali promised to allow MTI to again publish its 
own newspaper or journal and to grant them certification as a legal politi¬ 
cal party. 

MTI responded to the government’s political liberalization and move¬ 
ment toward democracy. It offered to work with the new leader and par¬ 
ticipate in his call for a National Pact in exchange for official recognition as 
a political party. Moreover, it changed its name to the Renaissance Party 
(EnEnnahda), signaling its acquiescence to Ben Ali’s demand that no po¬ 
litical party be allowed to appropriate or monopolize Islam. Although Ben 
Ali as Bourguiba’s minister of internal affairs had overseen the attempt to 
crush MTI, MTI’s leadership took the risk. While most observers antici¬ 
pated government recognition of the Renaissance Party, it never came. 
In December 1989, Ben Ali categorically ruled out any political recogni¬ 
tion for the Renaissance Party. His justification was based on the claim 
that his decision emanated "from our firm belief in the need not to mix re¬ 
ligion and politics, as experience has shown that anarchy emerges and the 
rule of law and institutions is undermined when such a mixing takes 
place.” 12 Like Egypt’s Anwar Sadat before him, when faced with a signifi¬ 
cant Islamic opposition, Ben Ali insisted on the separation of religion and 
politics. He used this excuse to weaken his chief opposition by outlawing 
their party. 

Two events in particular influenced Ben Ali's “change of heart." The 
impressive performance of MTI candidates (though they had to run as in¬ 
dividuals, since MTI was not a recognized as a political party) in national 
elections in 1988 demonstrated the appeal and political potential of MTI 
and validated its claim as Tunisia's leading opposition group. This was fol¬ 
lowed by the Algerian government's movement toward political liberaliza- 
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tion in the wake of riots and its recognition of Islamic political parties. The 
stunning victory of the newly recognized Islamic Salvation Front in the 
1989 municipal elections realized the worst fears of Ben Ali and many 
Arab rulers (as, indeed, many Western governments) that political liberal¬ 
ization or democratization would enhance the power of political Islam and 
thus threaten the stability of existing regimes. 

The confrontation between the government and the Renaissance Party 
escalated. Though Ennahda had been cooperative during the early years of 
Ben Ali’s rule, his postponement and then refusal to recognize Ennahda as 
a legal political party and growing use of force to intimidate MTI members 
contributed to confrontational politics. MTI denounced government au¬ 
thoritarianism and, it claimed, the influence of the “secular left.” 13 The 
government responded with greater force. Student demonstrations and 
strikes were crushed; Renaissance Party leaders were imprisoned or ha¬ 
rassed. The deterioration of Tunisia’s human rights record drew criticisms 
from human rights organizations. Ben Ali’s so-called political liberalization 
program proved far from democratic: “His party, the Constitutional Demo¬ 
cratic Rally, rigged the poll in the 1989 general election and took every seat 
in parliament. Far from legalizing the leading opposition group, the Islamic 
party, Ennahda, the president has sought to crush it. . . . There is no 
real democracy and no press freedom.’’ 14 

The Gulf War marked a turning point, as Ben Ali moved against the Re¬ 
naissance Party in a “transparent effort to discredit it.” 15 It ushered in a 
period that would intensify the clash between the government and the Re¬ 
naissance Party, a reputed coup attempt, and a split in the Party’s leader¬ 
ship with the defection of Abdel Fatah Mourou. In May 1991, shortly after 
security forces had killed several students at a university demonstration, 
the Ben Ali government charged that it had uncovered a Ennahda plot, 
which included members of the Tunisian military, to seize power and es¬ 
tablish a theocratic state. More than one-third of those arrested were 
members of the Tunisian military reputed to be members of the Renais¬ 
sance Party’s secret military wing. Ben Ali called for unity in the face of a 
fundamentalist threat. 16 Tunisia’s Ennahda provides an example of the 
cycle of violence and the radicalization of movements that often occur 
when authoritarian regimes manipulate the political system and employ 
suppression or violence to control Islamic movements. 


Ghannoushi’s Ideological 
Worldview 

Though MTI/Ennahda has had many voices, Rachid Ghannoushi has re¬ 
mained both its main leader and principal ideologue. An intellectual 
trained in Western philosophy and self-consciously rooted in Islamic 
thought, he draws on many sources in formulating his own distinctive per- 
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ception of the world and of Islam. In the life and thought of Ghannoushi, 
Islam emerges as both a reaffirmation of faith in the absolute unity of God 
(tawhid) and a source of liberation. The Islamic movement is a reform 
movement that targets the individual and society; it seeks to rebuild, to re¬ 
vitalize, to re-Islamize Muslim societies. At the same time, it is a movement 
of liberation from cultural alienation/Westernization, economic exploita¬ 
tion, and moral corruption, based on Islamic principles of equality, equity, 
and social justice. 

Ghannoushi’s paradigm is a dynamic process of change informed both 
by the logic of a long tradition of Islamic revivalism and the realities of the 
modern world. More proximately and specifically, he has been influenced 
by and draws heavily on the example and teachings of twentieth-century 
Islamic movements, both ideologically and organizationally. For Ghan¬ 
noushi, as for all contemporary revivalists, the problems of the Muslim 
world are rooted in the European (Western) colonial experience and its 
legacy, perpetuated by most governments and modern Westernized elites 
in the Muslim world. As a result, Ghannoushi believes that the identity, 
unity, and development of Muslim nations have been undermined. The 
Western secular orientation of modern Muslim states has ignored the tra¬ 
ditional Islamic culture of the masses, alienated the nation, and attempted 
to cut off its people from their indigenous identity and values. Tunisia is a 
prime example of this process, a deviation that requires the restoration or 
redefinition of Tunisia’s Arab/Islamic identity. 

We need to define our identity. Tunisians are not tourists who live in 
a hotel. They have a history and background that form their identity. 
The rules on which they live should come from that background. 
One of the biggest problems that Tunisians had during the rule of 
Bourghiba was that he tried to link them with the West and make 
them forget their Arab-Islamic identity. He believed that Islam was 
an obstacle to change and modernization. He tried to interpret Islam 
in a way that would make Islam serve his purposes, his government 
and his program of Westernization. In effect, he tried to destroy 
Tunisian-Arab-Islamic identity. 17 

Ghannoushi maintains that Tunisia and most Muslim societies are 
doomed to failure because Western models of development by themselves 
are in essence solutions derived from the experience of the West—Western 
answers to Western problems. He counters that Muslims must develop 
their own models, based on their faith and experience. Just as Western civi¬ 
lization takes many forms (French, Italian, British), so too Islam, which is a 
universal religion, has many applications. The implementation of Islam in 
many contexts generates diverse orientations or frameworks; Arab nation¬ 
alism is merely one expression of this identity, 
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Islam and Change 


For Ghannoushi, the process of modern change or development is one of 
synthesis. While it may borrow freely from other cultures, it must be ulti¬ 
mately rooted in Tunisia’s indigenous, Arab-Islamic heritage: 

While we should try to keep this [Tunisia’s Islamic civilization] iden¬ 
tity, we do not refuse to interact and learn from other civilizations. 

We should do this while also keeping our own identity. The way to 
civilization is not to completely follow the Western way or become 
completely Westernized. We have our identity and we learn from 
modern life and science and try to improve within the framework of 
Islamic civilization. 18 

Thus the restoration of Muslim identity and power can only come from a 
process of change that incorporates modern change (in particular science 
and technology) within an Islamic framework. For Ghannoushi, Muslims 
have their own paradigm or worldview, an Islamic framework of principles 
and values that provide a sense of history, identity, and values and a means 
to resolve their problems. Therefore, they do not need to blindly follow the 
West for solutions: “we have a distinct culture that can offer its own solu¬ 
tions to its own problems.’’ 19 

In contrast to Sayyid Qutb and more militant activists, Ghannoushi’s 
quest for a more indigenous (Islamic) cultural model does not require a 
wholesale rejection of the West but rather a reevaluation and redefinition 
of the relationship of the Muslim community to the West and to Islam. 
Muslims need to be more self-consciously independent. They must avoid 
political, economic, and cultural dependence on the West, be more self¬ 
consciously Islamic, and reaffirm the relevance of Islam to all aspects of 
life. 

Unlike some Islamic activists, Ghannoushi is able to simultaneously em¬ 
phasize the self-sufficiency of Islam while acknowledging the accomplish¬ 
ments of the West. Ghannoushi tends to speak from a position of relative 
personal security and independence, a position that enables him to avoid 
the reverse cultural arrogance of those Islamic activists who simply con¬ 
trast the decadence of the West with the perfection of Islam: “The West is 
neither superior nor inferior to Islam.” 20 Both intellectually and politically, 
Ghannoushi can accept the need for Muslims to accept and work with the 
West but stipulates that this cooperation must proceed from a new position 
of equity rather than dependence and must be critical and selective. 

The reconstruction of Muslim society requires, according to Ghan¬ 
noushi, a social transformation based on a reapplication of Islamic princi¬ 
ples and values to the needs of Muslim society. However, this re-Islamiza- 
tion of society is not simply a traditionalist reinstitution of a past idealized 
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model. Echoing nineteenth- and twentieth-century Islamic reformers in 
the Middle East and South Asia such as Afghani, Abduh, Iqbal, and others, 
Ghannoushi calls for a process of reinterpretation (ijtihad) to develop an 
Islamically informed framework for modern Muslim life. Renewal is a 
process not simply of restoration of a past ideal but of reformation or re¬ 
construction. Islamic principles and values must be reinterpreted and 
reapplied to the present and, often, new conditions of Muslim societies. 

The ideological principles of Ghannoushi’s Islamic alternative or world¬ 
view are: (i) the perfection and comprehensiveness of Islam as witnessed 
in the Quran and the example of the Prophet Muhammad; (2) the totality 
of Islam, its guidance for personal and public life, faith and politics, and 
economic and social life; (3) the egalitarian nature of the Islamic commu¬ 
nity, which is a populist social movement of the masses not of classes and 
elites; (4) the self-sufficiency of Islam, which, though not dependent on the 
West, can be open to the West; (5) the unity and cohesiveness of the Mus¬ 
lim community, which can only be achieved through the reestablishment 
of the Islamic state, a goal to be pursued; (6) the acceptance of nationalism 
as a component of Islamic universalism rather than, as some Islamic lead¬ 
ers have maintained, its antithesis; and (7) recognition of freedom and 
democracy as necessary prerequisites of the new Islamic order. 

However, principles are not enough, nor are external scapegoats. Seeing 
the world as continuing to be dominated by unbelief (fcu/r) rather than 
faith, Ghannoushi attributes this weakness not only to the dominance 
of the West and to the authoritarianism of Muslim regimes but also to 
the tendency of Islamic movements to fail to appreciate the dynamics of 
change. He echoes critics of Islamic movements who have often charged 
that they tend to be long on general principles or ideals and short on 
specifics (programs and policies). For Ghannoushi, the problem has been 
the tendency of some Islamic movements to present a monolithic ideal 
rather than appreciate the reality or diversity of the Islamic world. Though 
Islam is rooted in belief in the one God and the divine will for all humanity, 
Islamic ideology varies according to time and context. Too often, Ghan¬ 
noushi notes, the Islamic alternative is the same, despite quite diverse so¬ 
cial and cultural contexts. This approach renders it “empty and vacuous 
... a stereotype with no basis in actual facts and where the time factor 
has no weight or value." 21 Such idealism ignores the real problems of 
Muslim society and unwittingly contributes to the decline of Muslim 
power and fortunes. The challenge is to recognize and bridge the gap be¬ 
tween ideal and reality, Islam and the condition of Muslim societies. Is¬ 
lamic principles and values must be applied to the realities of Muslim life. 
Thus, Ghannoushi declared: “What we need is a realistic fundamentalism 
(Usuliyah Waqiyah), or if you like, an authenticated realism (Waqiyah 
Muasalah).” 22 

This understanding of Islam as not only a transcendent, unchanging 
ideal but also as a multidimensional faith that expresses itself in diverse 
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ways in different historical and cultural contexts made Ghannoushi more 
critical of blind dependence on the example and interpretations of previ¬ 
ous generations. He. like others before him, believed that Islamic move¬ 
ments had to develop responses to their own local and national as well as 
regional contexts. Though acknowledging his substantial indebtedness to 
the previous generation of Islamic reformers and activists, Ghannoushi be¬ 
lieved that failure to realize the context-specific nature of reform and thus 
too much dependency on the past had inhibited the development of Is¬ 
lamic civilization and of Muslim societies: “The Islamists of Tunisia and 
other countries ought to stop repeating a bundle of ideas worked out by 
the former generation of men of Islamic dawa. . . . We must achieve 
our goals ... to do that we must be contemporaneous and live in our 
time.” 23 There must be a perpetual interaction between three dimensions: 
the Muslim mind, the propositions and dicta of Shariah, and the actual 
state of affairs. Thus, Ghannoushi felt free to reject the tendency of many 
to uncritically rather than selectively follow the beliefs of the previous gen¬ 
eration in their rejection of trade unionism, political parties, the liberation 
of women, and democracy: “This way of thinking proceeds as if . . . the 
former generation of Muslims have actually mastered every detail of Is¬ 
lamic knowledge, and have elevated themselves above time." 24 

This insistence on diversity, adaptation, and change enabled both 
Ghannoushi and Ennahda, while drawing on predecessors, to both re¬ 
spond directly to the particularities of the Tunisian experience and main¬ 
tain an ideological outlook that is capable of dynamic and creative change. 
Thus, for example, while strongly influenced by the thought of the Egypt¬ 
ian Muslim Brotherhood and particularly Sayyid Qutb in his early develop¬ 
ment and Islamic activism, Ghannoushi came to realize that though Qutb 
was a great man, he is “not the spokesman of Islam.” 25 He would say the 
same for Khomeini and other Islamic leaders with whom he can both iden¬ 
tify and differ. Moreover, Ghannoushi in retrospect emphasized that Sayyid 
Qutb’s ideology was heavily influenced by the context in which it was de¬ 
veloped, in particular Nasser’s secular nationalism and his suppression of 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Thus Ghannoushi could state that Qutb's pre¬ 
scriptions for his time and place may have been correct but that it was not 
necessarily suitable (“Sayyid Qutb was wrong”) to apply it in other Muslim 
societies, in particular in North Africa. This position is rooted in Ghan- 
noushi’s belief that while Islam is one, when applied in different regions it 
gives rise to diverse interpretations and applications: “The approaches of 
individuals to practicing their religion can change from nation to nation 
and from time to time.” 26 

Ghannoushi, therefore, sees a necessary transition today from the ear¬ 
lier days of Hassan al-Banna and Sayyid Qutb or Mawlana Mawdudi. 
These founders of modern Islamic movements were primarily concerned 
in the early decades of their organizations with formation and education to 
prepare the way for the future implementation of Islam or re-Islamization 


RACHID GHANNOUSHI 109 



of society. In contrast, today “new practical efforts have transferred the Is¬ 
lamic ideology to the level of everyday struggle in the life of Muslims.” 27 
Among the pioneers of this practical school of political and social change 
are Iran's Ayatollah Khomeini, Sudan’s Hasan al-Turabi, and Algeria’s 
Abbasi Madani, who have identified the Islamic movement with broader 
sociopolitical issues of society such as economic exploitation and neoimpe¬ 
rialism. It is, according to Ghannoushi, this mission to provide Islamic so¬ 
lutions to the problems of the masses that is the mandate and agenda for 
contemporary Islamic movements. 


Islam and Power 

Islamic reform and power are interconnected. The extent to which the Is¬ 
lamic movement has not succeeded in coming to power is due to internal 
and external causes. Ghannoushi does not shy away from criticizing Is¬ 
lamic movements for their failures and deficiencies. The weakness of the Is¬ 
lamic movement is in direct relationship to its failure to establish Islam as 
“a way of life beyond the mosque,” to make it part of the everyday life of 
the people, and thus “to liberate all the powers and strengths of Islam so 
that it becomes the driving force of the people, gives energy to the peo¬ 
ple.” 28 Thus he could conclude: “The problem is that societies have evolved 
while the Islamists have not.” 29 

Despite the successes of Islamic movements, Ghannoushi sees the 
greatest responsibility for their failures as springing from their continued 
inability to move beyond the models of the past, 

models from the age of decline [whose] only connection to reality is 
through texts whose understanding became petrified, whose con¬ 
cepts crystallized centuries ago under circumstances quite different 
from our time. Thus a Muslim of this mentality is afflicted with what 
resembles paralysis in understanding reality and in appropriating 
the strategies and energy necessary to progress. 30 

For Ghannoushi the two clearest examples of the failure of the Islamic 
movement to develop apace with its society are its failure to adequately 
identify and speak directly to the problems of the working class and to the 
degradation of women. Islamists too often failed to move beyond the lan¬ 
guage and slogans of faith and morality and to address the real everyday 
lives of people and their political and social problems. Thus he has called 
for Islamists to move from the lofty high ground of rhetoric and preaching 
about social justice to acting within the working-class sector of society. The 
call to Islam can only be effective if its message resonates with the lives of 
those to whom it is addressed. 

The same can be said regarding the status of Muslim women. For many 
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in the Muslim world and the West, the specter of the Islamic movement 
raises fears about the oppression and seclusion of women. By contrast, Is¬ 
lamic activists assert that their message of a return to Islam signals the lib¬ 
eration of women and restoration to place of privilege and honor. Yet 
Ghannoushi has charged that the Islamic movement has failed to ade¬ 
quately appreciate and address the condition of Muslim women. Rather 
than offering a liberating vision, many Islamists have remained ignorant 
and insensitive to the “oppression, degradation, abasement, [and] restric¬ 
tions of their horizons and roles . . . during the long centuries of de¬ 
cline . . . [in which] woman’s personality was obliterated and she 
was transformed into an object of pleasure—in the name of religion!” 31 
Thus, Ghannoushi argued, is it any wonder that many women looked to 
the West, since they “were suffering under the yoke of an oppressive, false 
Islam, sustained by the silence of ‘the men of religion.’ ... it had been 
inculcated in the minds of women that . . . Islam meant only the veil, 
seclusion within the house, fulfilling the desires of men, lack of free¬ 
dom.” 32 In contrast, he maintains that Islam’s recognition of the equality 
of men and women means that women like men have not only a right but 
also a duty to participate in finding solutions for the political, economic, 
and social problems of their societies. 33 

Freedom is the second driving force or goal (in addition to identity) of 
the Islamic movement. Freedom provides an atmosphere conducive to the 
development of ideology (ideas and thinking) and programs essential for 
the revival of Islam. The absence of freedom, the experience of a cycle of 
government repression, breeds anger, hatred, and rejection. 


Islam and the West 

As in the case of most twentieth-century Islamic reformers, the impact and 
influence of the West are major themes in Rachid Ghannoushi’s thinking 
and writing. Historical memory of the Crusades and of European colonial¬ 
ism are not of a distant past but of an enduring and present reality, per¬ 
petuated by the continued dependence of many governments and societies 
on the West politically, economically, and culturally. The relationship of 
Islam to the West has been a major theme in Ghannoushi’s thought as he 
has grappled with many of the central issues of Islamic revivalist move¬ 
ments: “Why was Muslim society so easily overtaken by the West? What 
were the sources of Western progress and power? What was the cause of 
Muslim malaise and how was the Muslim community to be revitalized?” 

The impact and role of the West are central to Rachid Ghannoushi's un¬ 
derstanding of the plight of Muslim societies and their future. However, he 
is not a rigid or uncritical ideologue. He sees a West that in its dark ages 
turned to Islam (Islamic philosophy and sciences), and subsequently a 
Muslim world that in seeking to overcome its years of decline has turned to 


RACHID GHANNOUSHI III 



the West and its institutions. He acknowledges the sources of Western su¬ 
periority, its science and technology, fostering of a sense of personal re¬ 
sponsibility, individual rights, and freedoms, and the belief that govern¬ 
ment is a servant of the people and that people have a right to rebel against 
a government that denies their rights and independence. However, he also 
condemns the radical individualism of Western society, which leads to an 
“enslavement to an earthly paradise of materialism” and the transforma¬ 
tion of democracy into a tool of the wealthy. 34 In particular, he has 
warned against the cultural penetration and domination of the West. The 
extent to which Muslim governments and elites uncritically imitate the 
West has produced a dependency and loss of identity that is at the root of 
the failures of many Muslim societies. For Ghannoushi, the plight of mod¬ 
ern Muslim societies in general and Tunisia in particular is rooted in the 
failure of most governments in the Muslim world and their Westernized 
elites to provide a modern indigenous cultural paradigm for society. The 
malaise of Muslims is the direct result of a departure from Arab-Islamic 
identity and heritage and. at the same time, an uncritical dependence on 
the West. Tunisian society, like that of much of the Islamic world, looks no 
longer to its faith for guidance but to Europe. 

Ghannoushi has indicted the prevailing secular educational systems in 
particular in the Muslim world as a major cause of the malaise of Muslim 
societies. Secular education robs people of a sense of their own cultural 
identity and history, contributes to their dislocation, makes them depend¬ 
ent on foreign culture/identity, and undermines indigenous cultural and 
belief systems. In the Maghreb in particular, it produced a Francophile 
generation alienated from its authentic identity, more at home in the West 
than in the Arab Muslim world. 

Ghannoushi believes that a bifurcated or dual educational system, mod¬ 
ern Western versus traditional Islamic schools, has divided rather than 
united society, producing secular and religious elites who have provided a 
flawed leadership. The former looked to the West while the latter sought 
refuge in the past, in a "museum Islam.” Both failed to produce a modern 
culturally authentic society, firmly grounded in its Arab-Islamic identity 
and heritage. The dominant position of modern elites stood in sharp con¬ 
trast to the atrophy of the religious establishment: its failure to rise to the 
challenges facing Muslims in the modern world. Ghannoushi has been 
equally critical of the failures of secular elites as well as religious scholars 
(ulama). The former are too often seduced by power and secular material¬ 
ism, and the latter, in particular the religious establishment, are the debili¬ 
tated guardians of Islam, controlled and coopted by the government. They 
are men whose consciences and voices are silent, as much a part of the 
state’s bureaucracy as its civil servants. As such they have failed to provide 
guidance for the people or to generate a modern Arab-Islamic model or so¬ 
lutions for the Muslim community. 

While French colonialism was brought to an end with political inde- 
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pendence, French influence and indeed presence continued in the 
Maghreb in general and Tunisia in particular, as witnessed in everything 
from dress and intellectual discourse, state institutions (government, edu¬ 
cation, law), and a Francophile and Francophone elite. Ironically, depen¬ 
dency on the West, Westernization, has also inevitably undermined the 
democratic tradition in Muslim countries, since an unrepresentative mi¬ 
nority has had to resort to dictatorship in order to retain power. Thus the 
reality of the dictatorship of the ruling elite prevails in most Muslim coun¬ 
tries. However, Ghannoushi avoids the pitfall of total polarization; he does 
not see the choice as Islam or the West, God or the “great Satan.” In con¬ 
trast to many in the Arab and Muslim world, he does not see the choice as 
simply one of grand emulation or rejection. 

Ghannoushi is acutely conscious of the negative impact of colonialism 
on Muslim societies and rejects dependence on the West. However, he also 
has acknowledged and expressed admiration for the scientific accomplish¬ 
ments of the West. While many Islamic activists have often countered 
Western imperialism and triumphalism with an Islamic equivalent, Ghan¬ 
noushi regards the source of these differences as not so much one of supe¬ 
riority or inferiority but of focus and orientation. Western society is essen¬ 
tially human-centered in its outlook and values, while Muslim societies 
are God-centered. While the West increasingly celebrates man as master of 
the universe, Islam reaffirms the centrality of God as its ruler or lord (rabb). 
Thus the ultimate reference point for humanity is not human desire but 
the divine will. This difference in orientation does not preclude Ghan- 
noushi’s appreciation for many of the accomplishments of Western civi¬ 
lization: empiricism and use of reason, modern science and technology, re¬ 
jection of tyranny and championing of human freedom and responsibilty, 
and the willingness to rebel against any oppressor, whether it be the 
church or the state, feudalism or communism. 


Islam and Democracy 

Despite the portrayal of Islamic movements in general and the Renaissance 
Party in particular as radicalized organizations bent on the overthrow of 
governments, Rachid Ghannoushi has challenged that image by being an 
early and strong proponent of open multiparty elections in practice and in 
theory. MTI from an early period and subsequently as the Renaissance 
Party sought recognition as a political party. Though this door was closed, 
members of the movement did participate in elections in 1988. 

Ghannoushi’s thought has evolved over the years in response to his 
own Tunisian experience as well as events in the broader Muslim world. He 
acknowledges democracy as among the positive contributions or accom¬ 
plishments of the West. As in the case of a number of Muslim intellectuals 
and leaders, Ghannoushi sees no necessary contradiction between democ- 
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racy and the traditional Islamic tenets such as ijtihad, ijma (consensus), 
baya (oath of allegiance), and shura (consultation), which governs the rela¬ 
tionship between the political authority and the people. In an attempt to 
find a historical link between the development of Western democracy and 
Islam, Ghannoushi maintains that democratic notions and liberal demo¬ 
cratic values were derived from medieval Europe, which in turn was influ¬ 
enced by Islamic civilizations. Democracy offers the means to implement 
the Islamic ideal today: “Islam, which enjoins the recourse to Shura (con¬ 
sultation) . . . finds in democracy the appropriate instruments (elec¬ 
tions, parliamentary system, separation of powers, etc.) to implement the 
Shura.” 35 Consensus (ijma) provides the basis for participatory govern¬ 
ment or democracy in Islam, Ghannoushi believes that democracy in the 
Muslim world as in the West can take many forms. He himself favors a 
multiparty system of government. 36 

For Ghannoushi the rule of law, freedom, and human rights are essen¬ 
tial components of civilization. Believing that they often exist in the West 
today more than in the Muslim world, he maintains that it is preferable to 
live in a secular state where there is freedom than in a country where the 
Shariah is the official law but where freedom does not exist. Similarly, 
when discussing whether a Muslim can live in a non-Muslim state such as 
in Europe or America, he argues that any secular democratic state where 
religious freedom exists is a dar al-Islam (Islamic territory or abode) rather 
than a daral-harb (abode of war). 37 

In the wake of the Iranian revolution, Iran, or perhaps the specter of 
other Irans, has often affected Western (and Muslim governments’) assess¬ 
ments and fears of Islamic movements coming to power. This fear often 
equates Islamic government with theocracy or “the rule of the mullahs.” 
Ghannoushi categorically rejects theocracy, maintaining that “ [govern¬ 
ment in Islam embodies a civilian authority whose political behaviour is 
answerable to public opinion.” 38 When pressed as to the relationship of 
democracy to Islam, he maintains that 

[i]f by democracy is meant the liberal model of government prevail¬ 
ing in the West, a system under which the people freely choose their 
representatives and leaders, and in which there is an alternation of 
power, as well as all freedoms and human rights for the public, then 
the Muslims will find nothing in their religion to oppose democracy, 
and it is not in their interest to do so anyway. 39 

Ghannoushi warned that suspending the democratic process, as in 
Tunisia and Algeria, where Muslims were poised to come to power through 
the ballot box, runs the risk of fueling radical politics: “It as if there is a 
plan to force the Islamic movements to lose faith in democracy and resort 
to violence.” 40 He noted that while in the West modernity is supposed to 
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stand for freedom, equal rights, political pluralism, and the rotation of 
power, “[n]one of the self-proclaimed modernist elite, neither in our coun¬ 
try nor in any other Muslim nation, have proven to be democratically in¬ 
clined, let alone instruments of civil, industrial and scientific progress on a 
scale even marginally near that of the West .’’ 41 

His acceptance of democracy is not uncritical. Despite its strengths, 
Western democracies did not give women the right to vote until relatively 
recently. Moreover, a minority of political, business, and media interests 
and lobbies often manipulate the system and the majority of citizens. Mod¬ 
ern democracies have often been undermined by nationalism and racism. 
Thus, perceived national interest caused two great democracies like Britain 
and France to become major colonial powers and the United States to 
adopt a double standard in its promotion (or more accurately, lack of pro¬ 
motion) of democracy in the Muslim world. 

Islam both defines and sets limits upon ruler and ruled. Ghannoushi 
reinterprets the traditional concepts of leadership ( imamah ), consultation, 
and consensus to support the belief that rulers have a contract with the 
community (ummah); the community chooses its ruler, who is account¬ 
able to it. The precise mechanism may vary; however, Ghannoushi ac¬ 
knowledges that Islamic states may indeed benefit from Western liberal tra¬ 
ditions in redefining and institutionalizing forms of consultation (shura) 
such as those of elected parliaments or councils, plebiscites, and Western 
values of freedom and the rule of law. 

Though a Muslim democracy is based on equality and freedom, its Is¬ 
lamic character does set limits and influence its institutions. Citizenship in 
the modern state, according to Ghannoushi, should be one in which all, 
Muslims and non-Muslims, are equal, possessing a common nationality. 
These rights, Ghannoushi believes, are guaranteed by Islam (the Quran, 
Sunnah, and Islamic jurisprudence). Although he believes that all are 
equal regardless of race, creed, ethnic origin, with equal rights and free¬ 
doms, he nevertheless continues, as in the traditional Islamic notion of 
non-Muslims as “protected” people, to postulate two categories of citizen¬ 
ship. Muslims enjoy unqualified citizenship (muwatanah ammah), and non- 
Muslims possess qualified citizenship (muwatanah khasah). While the latter 
enjoy full citizenship, the majority of citizens may choose to have their 
faith influence public life, and thus the state may prohibit non-Muslims 
from holding senior positions in government. 

The Shariah, Islamic law, sets the limits or boundaries of society. How¬ 
ever, since the Shariah provides general principles and does not answer all 
the problems and needs of modern life, ongoing temporal legislation is nec¬ 
essary. Through a process of interpretation (ijtihad). elected representa¬ 
tives of the people have to right to interpret and legislate for the commu¬ 
nity. Similarly, individuals’ social and economic rights, such as the right to 
private property and wealth, are subject to limitation in light of Islamic 
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principles of social justice and community welfare. However, Ghannoushi 
is content to remain at the ideological or normative level rather than delin¬ 
eate a specific concrete Islamic model. 

Pluralism and civil society have become the source of major debate and 
reform in many Muslim societies. Ghannoushi acknowledges that in Is¬ 
lamic thought, pluralism is the subject of acceptance and rejection. He 
aligns himself with those Muslim intellectuals today who argue the Is¬ 
lamic acceptability of pluralism. Historically, like many, he cites the exam¬ 
ple of Andalusia (Muslim Spain) where under Muslim rule, non-Muslims 
were able to live, worship, write and function. More contemporaneously, 
modern pluralism is seen as a constitutional mechanism for promoting 
consultation (shura), an effective means by which popular sovereignty is 
expressed and exercised. It is a source for principles of equality, majority 
rule and minority opposition, and freedom of expression. 

While many Muslims and the Islamic movement may debate the accept¬ 
ability of modern notions of pluralism, civil society (voluntary, nongovern¬ 
mental organizations) is seen as a less contested or divisive area. Contem¬ 
porary Islamic movements have in fact developed an Islamic alternative as 
they seek to reconstruct civil society through the creation of educational, 
legal, and social services and economic institutions (Islamic banks and fi¬ 
nance houses) and to play leadership roles in professional associations 
of lawyers, physicians, teachers, journalists. Ghannoushi believes that, 
ironically, many modern Muslim states have limited or suppressed civil so¬ 
ciety (by the governments attempt to monopolize power): “The state of 
pseudo-modernity has taken over the remaining institutions of civil soci¬ 
ety. Mosques, endowments, courts, religious institutes, trade unions, par¬ 
ties, charities and the press have all been seized .” 42 

The Islamic movement that has attempted to resurrect or reconstruct 
civil society. Muslim governments like those of Tunisia, modernized eco¬ 
nomically and militarily but, in fact, not politically. Ironically, in their 
hands, modernization destroyed civil society as the state took control 
of the administration of education and religious endowments (waqf, pi. 
awqaf) and absorbed or eliminated religious (Shariah) courts. At the same 
time, the modernization programs of autocratic regimes did not promote 
democracy, the rule of law, and Western values of freedom, including free¬ 
dom of assembly and association . 43 

While Ghannoushi accepts the ability of Muslims to borrow aspects of 
Western liberal notions of civil society, he is careful to emphasize that civil 
society should not be based on a secularism that marginalizes or sup¬ 
presses religion. He distinguishes between different forms or concepts of 
secularism: those that seek to separate religion and politics and those that 
seek to control or exclude religion from public life. He charges that govern¬ 
ments in North Africa have practiced a pseudosecularism by which they 
have sought to control religious symbols and institutions, to monopolize 
the right to interpret and implement Islam. Ghannoushi distinguishes be- 
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tween Anglo-Saxon notions of secularism, which do not see a necessary 
conflict between the religious and the civil, and the French Revolution’s 
legacy, influential in North Africa, in which secularism becomes an ab¬ 
solute that marginalizes religion and desacralizes the world. 

Rachid Ghannoushi and Tunisia’s Ennahda movement reflect the 
extent to which the growth and development of Islamic movements and 
Islamist thought can be conditioned by political and social contexts. Ghan- 
noushi’s thought has been conditioned and transformed by multiple influ¬ 
ences: Islamic traditions, the experiences of the failures of Arab national¬ 
ism and socialism, life under an authoritarian government, the influences 
of leaders, movements, and events in other Muslim countries, and the ex¬ 
perience of exile in the West. 
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6 

HASAN AL-TURABI 

The Mahdi-Lawyer 


As young Sudanese intellectual returning to his country in 1964 after 
completing his doctoral studies at the Sorbonne in Paris, Hasan al-Turabi 
seemed about to begin a career as a distinguished academic. Instead, he 
became one of the world’s most visible and well-known Muslim activist 
intellectuals. 

Hasan al-Turabi had an important appointment in the Faculty of Law 
at the University of Khartoum when he returned from Paris and was 
poised to become a member of the Sudanese intellectual establishment. In¬ 
stead he gave a stirring oration at a political rally that helped to crystallize 
opposition to the existing Sudanese military regime of Ibrahim Abboud. 
Turabi was catapulted into the center of the Sudanese political maelstrom, 
and he has remained there ever since. He has been an important actor in 
every major political development in Sudan since 1964. Turabi is reported 
by most observers to have been the leading ideologue in the regime that 
came to power in Sudan in 1989 under the banner of establishing an au¬ 
thentically Islamic political system and social order, and even when he was 
relieved of his positions in 1999 he remained a major political figure. 

The ways religious revivalism is understood have changed in the 1970s 
and 1980s, as has the sociopolitical context, in Sudan, and these changes 
are reflected in Turabi’s career. In the late 1970s, before the Islamic revolu¬ 
tion in Iran and before the attempt to implement Islamic law in Sudan was 
undertaken by Ja’far Numayri, the establishment of an explicitly Islamic 
state was a less emotional and dramatic issue. Turabi played a significant 
role in the political transition from the acceptance of the call to implement 
Islam as a pious (and usually innocuous) slogan to its development into a 
major political program that many view as threatening. 

This transition took place in Sudan at the same time that the scholarly 
understanding of movements of religious resurgence and renewal was 
also changing. Many scholars still assumed throughout the 1970s that one 
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important dimension of the dynamics of modern history was the in¬ 
evitable “decline of religion” as a major historic and societal force. How¬ 
ever, during the 1980s, the broader understanding of new social move¬ 
ments and a greater recognition of the continuing vitality of the major 
world religions created a context in which people like Hasan al-Turabi were 
recognized as significant actors in the sociopolitical arena. 

Turabi’s life and work reflect many important trends in Sudanese his¬ 
tory, African history, Islamic history, and global postmodern history. The 
great danger in viewing Turabi in such contexts is that the real person can 
get lost in the construction of ideal types and stereotypes. The flesh-and- 
blood personality should not get lost in global and analytical constructs. 
Journalistic coverage often utilizes stereotypical labels that obscure the 
distinctive individuality of people like Hasan al-Turabi. It is useful to ex¬ 
amine Turabi as an individual, then look at him in connection with the 
movement that he has been a part of, and, finally, put both into a broader 
framework. 


Turabi as an Individual 

Hasan al-Turabi can be viewed from many different perspectives, but an im¬ 
portant starting point is to recognize that he is a distinctive individual 
human being. To understand him within this perspective, there are three 
personal frameworks of identity that are important: his sense of family tra¬ 
dition, the formative influence of his father, and his distinctive mode of lead¬ 
ership. In addition, it is important for understanding Turabi as an individual 
to see him within the specific context of his contemporaries in Sudan. 

Family Tradition 

First, Turabi’s personality is framed by his perception of the family tradi¬ 
tion of which he is a part. His family is a well-known family of “religious 
notables” with an important tradition of recognized piety. This family has a 
well-established religious center south of Khartoum where the tomb of a 
famous ancestor, Hamad al-Nahlan (known as “Wad al-Turab”), 1 has long 
been a center for local religious education and pious visitation. Turabi is 
acutely aware that he is a part of this long tradition. In interviews describ¬ 
ing the history of his family, he presents a portrait that is similar to many of 
the established “holy families” in Sudanese history. 2 

The family was historically distinguished from neighboring groups as 
being somehow more religious, and their piety was widely recognized. The 
general group of which Turabi’s family is a part is the Bedayriyyah, a 
group famous for its “holy men." The “Turabis” began their history as a 
recognized family with the career of Hasan al-Turabi’s eighteenth-century 
ancestor Wad al-Turab. 
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Wad al-Turab is identified first as one of the ulama, a scholar and 
teacher. He was a scholar of jurisprudence ( faqih) who taught the stan¬ 
dard text of Maliki law, the book called Khalil in the old historical ac¬ 
counts. 3 He had appropriate scholarly credentials; however, he was also “a 
reformist-jihadist," in the descriptive terminology used by Hasan al-Turabi. 
It is clearly an important part of the remembered family identity that the 
first Sudanese person to identify himself as a mahdi (“divinely-guided 
leader") was Wad al-Turab in the eighteenth century. This ancestor is 
reported to have made the proclamation of his mission in the manner 
regarded as correct by traditions, in Mecca. 

In the words of Hasan al-Turabi, “ ‘In those days, if you were a re¬ 
former, you could not make claims against the establishment unless you 
had a strong legitimacy, and the only legitimacy that you could invoke to 
challenge authority and the establishment in the eighteenth century was 
to be a mahdi.' So, Turabi says, Wad al-Turab was probably the first mahdi 
in the Sudan, and most scholars agree.” 4 

In this broad framework, the family's prestige is founded on the activi¬ 
ties and reputation of a pious person who combined the roles of a scholar- 
teacher and jihadist-mahdist. Then late in his life. Wad al-Turab developed 
Sufi tendencies, and in his description of the family Hasan al-Turabi says 
that Wad al-Turab was much more like al-Ghazali than the more inflam¬ 
matory or less properly Islamic kinds of Sufis. In this description, Wad al- 
Turab and the family tradition evoke every major leadership style involved 
in the processes of Islamization in Sudan. There is the Sufi tradition and 
the tradition of the ulama/scholars, as well as the jihadist tradition, which 
manifested itself in mahdist modes of presentation. These are the tradi¬ 
tions at the core of the Islamization of the Sudan, and the Turabi family 
tradition identifies itself with all of them. It is possible to argue that this is 
the basic matrix into which Hasan al-Turabi fits himself as well. He sees 
himself as essentially involved in the Sudanese Islamic framework or para¬ 
digm of the triangle of the Sufi, the alim, and the mahdi. 


Immediate Family 

Hasan al-Turabi’s father was a formative influence on his personality and 
way of thinking. Hasan’s father was raised in Wad al-Turab near the family 
tomb center, so he was identified with the established family tradition. As a 
young student he went to Omdurman in the early part of the twentieth 
century and was one of the early graduates of the Omdurman Religious 
Studies Institute, al-ma'hadal-ilmi. This was a training center that had been 
established by the British to provide a relatively formally structured and 
regulated education in the basic Islamic disciplines. Most of the graduates 
became teachers in local Quran schools or mosque imams, and a few were 
employed in the Shariah courts. 

Hasan al-Turabi’s father worked in the Islamic court system and even- 
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tually became a judge in the Shariah courts in the British administration. 
Turabi describes his father as not being very easy to get along with and 
very jealous in protecting his jurisdiction from encroachments by British 
administrators. As a result, he was moved from post to post around Sudan, 
never staying for an extended period in any one place. 5 In these moves, his 
family traveled with him. 

Hasan was born in Kassala in 1932 and lived in a number of places in 
different regions of the Sudan. He was the youngest son, and shortly after 
he was born, his mother died. This meant that Hasan as a young boy lived 
with his Shariah-judge father as he moved around the country. Hasan 
al-Turabi's description of what this meant for his education is vivid: “I 
went to school in each of the local places, but I would look forward after 
vacations to going back to school," because in the evenings and during 
school vacations, his father worked diligently to ensure that his son re¬ 
ceived a proper education. By the time he was in sixth form, Turabi remem¬ 
bers having memorized, under his father’s guidance, the alfiyyah of Ibn 
Malik, and once he had memorized that he went on to Ibn Malik’s Lamiyyat 
al-’af’al. These were important books for the traditional study of grammar 
and were important in older scholarship as a basis for being able to inter¬ 
pret the language of the Quran. Turabi progressed through the study of 
the traditional disciplines of Islamic studies under his father's guidance. 
Although this education was not as systematic as studying at a major Is¬ 
lamic university like al-Azhar in Cairo, Turabi received a basic training in 
the traditional Islamic disciplines. 

By the time Turabi had completed his secondary education and was 
ready to enter the university in 1950, he was a person shaped by a family 
tradition of piety and Islamic learning as well as a product of a modern 
school system. His vocabulary was importantly shaped by a basic, memo¬ 
rized Islamic awareness. When he arrived at the University in Khartoum 
his basic knowledge was significantly reoriented. He says that “the [Is¬ 
lamic] movement which I met at the university was quite an experience for 
me. All of the dead literature that I had learned by heart became alive. I 
saw everything in a different light.” 6 He did not see himself as having been 
particularly Islamically oriented before he went to the university, but 
rather, that he simply had a good Islamic education. While he was in sec¬ 
ondary school, he did not join the newly organized Islamic student group, 
thinking that “it had little to offer to someone like him who had received an 
advanced home education in religious sciences.’’ 7 Becoming a part of the 
early Islamist movement in the 1950s was the way he came to see different 
meanings for all of what he had memorized as a child. 


In the Muslim Brotherhood 

When Turabi arrived as a student in the university he was in an unusual 
position within the emerging movement. Many of the participants had a 
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longer record of active involvement. However, although for many of them 
Islam was a general ideal and something to defend, they were not very fa¬ 
miliar with the traditional sources, concepts, and vocabularies. In many 
different kinds of social movements, those who can actually articulate the 
ideology in a knowledgeable way are a small minority. These people may 
not be the actual organizational leaders, but they become the people who 
provide the words for the manifestos and programs, and by that path they 
may come to leadership positions in the movement. 

The environment of the student movements in Sudan in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s was such that there were students who would be eager to 
support an “Islamic movement’’ but would know little about Islam. There 
was a sense that the Communist movement was developing rapidly among 
the students, at the secondary level as well as at the university. To some it 
appeared that the Communists might emerge as the only really effective 
student political organization. However, there were students who not only 
did not want to join the Communist groups but viewed the Communists as 
a threat. 

For some of the more activist students, the real alternative to the Com¬ 
munists was not to join the nationalists but rather to establish an activist 
Islamic movement 8 that would not be identified with the conservative elite 
in the country. The most readily available model was the Muslim Brother¬ 
hood in Egypt, and Brotherhood-style groups began to be established by 
1950. It was in this context that Turabi became a part of the early Islamic 
movement. Someone like him, who would have a proper vocabulary and 
some knowledge of basic sources, would not necessarily yet be a leader but 
would certainly be recognized as an important addition to the movement. 
Turabi as a student was not a major organizational leader, but he had al¬ 
ready begun to have some visibility by the middle of the 1950s. His name 
was associated with a document “redefining the movement’s ideology” in 
contrast to some earlier radical pronouncements. 9 

When he completed his studies in Khartoum, he left Sudan for studies 
in London and Paris. Although he returned to Sudan for short visits, he 
was effectively removed from any real influence in the movement. He com¬ 
pleted his studies for a master’s degree in law in London in 1957 and then 
received his doctorate from the Sorbonne; he returned to Sudan in 1964. 

Turabi returned to Sudan in the middle of the growing unrest that led 
to the ousting of the military regime of Ibrahim Abboud, who had ruled 
Sudan since 1958, when he had led a military coup that took control of the 
government from the political parties supported by the older mass Muslim 
organizations. The regime faced growing economic problems and a serious 
civil war in the southern Sudan. The older political parties and the profes¬ 
sional associations and the more radical political groups like the Commu¬ 
nist Party and the Muslim Brotherhood were all able to agree on opposition 
to the Abboud government. One of Turabi’s first acts when he returned to 
Sudan in the summer of 1964 was to make a direct attack on the military 
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rulers in a widely publicized policy debate held at the University of Khar¬ 
toum. This placed the Sudanese Muslim Brotherhood in a highly visible po¬ 
sition at the center of the growing demonstrations that ultimately led to 
the downfall of Abboud in October 1964. 

The experience of Turabi and the Muslim Brotherhood in the October 
Revolution is a good example of Turabi’s mode of operation. His visibility 
came as a result not of his putting forward a distinctively Islamist position 
or program but because he effectively articulated broader concerns that 
were not exclusively part of his own religiopolitical agenda. Within that 
context, he was able to give visibility to more explicitly Islamist expressions 
of common concerns. In many ways, Turabi's approach was the classical 
“United Front” approach utilized more typically by Communists in Europe. 
By the late 1960s, Turabi was the most visible and influential figure in the 
Islamic movement in Sudan, and he was operating within the framework 
of his distinctive personal mode of leadership. 


Turabi’s Generation in Sudanese Life 

Turabi as an individual was part of an important generation of thinkers 
and leaders in Sudan, and the interaction of these people for the last forty 
years has been an important dimension of the development of modern 
Sudan. In the contemporary Islamic world, Sudan produced a remarkable 
generation of intellectuals and political leaders who have engaged in inno¬ 
vative and significant thinking within the paradigm of Islam and within 
the paradigm of other ideological constructs in Islamic contexts. This is 
true across the political spectrum, from radical leftist and Communist posi¬ 
tions to the rearticulation of traditional positions. 

In the 1930s a group of individuals was born who would, by the 1960s, 
become significant figures in Sudanese life. In their activities and rivalries 
they created a remarkable body of new Muslim visions and conceptualiza¬ 
tions that, in its variety and innovation, was quite distinctive in the Muslim 
world. It is useful not simply to think in terms of broad institutional rival¬ 
ries but also to note the personal relationships that are involved. Three of 
the most important northern political leaders in the final decades of the 
twentieth century, Sayyid Sadiq al-Mahdi, Sayyid Muhammad Uthman 
al-Mirghani, and Hasan al-Turabi, were all born within the same decade 
and are in the same age cohort among the Muslim elite families of Sudan. 
Sadiq al-Mahdi, the great-grandson of the nineteenth-century Sudanese 
mahdi, was prime minister in the eras of parliamentary politics in both the 
1960s and the 1980s. Muhammad Uthman al-Mirghani became the leader 
of the Khatmiyyah Tariqah when his father died in 1969. He transformed 
the role of head of the Khatmiyyah from that of religious leader outside of 
formal politics into that of head of a major political party. Hasan al-Turabi 
had already emerged as the leading Islamically identified politician out¬ 
side the structure of the older parties. The degree of personal interaction 


HASAN AL-TURABI 123 



among these men is reflected in the fact that Turabi’s wife is Wisel al- 
Mahdi. Sadiq al-Mahdi’s sister. These men were and are always aware of 
each other on a personal basis, as well as in the more general context of 
the developing political system. The Mirghani family tradition was for less 
direct involvement in the political arena than the mahdist tradition or 
Hasan al-Turabi's personal style. However, al-Mirghani had emerged by 
the late 1960s as a political leader of comparable domestic political visi¬ 
bility, although he was less well known internationally. 

The prominence of these clearly Islamically identified leaders in Su¬ 
danese politics is remarkable. In other parts of the Arab world and the 
broader Muslim world, there are few places outside of the more conserva¬ 
tive monarchies where people with “religious" credentials similar to those 
of al-Mahdi, al-Mirghani, and Turabi have such prominent roles. In other 
areas, leadership tended to come, especially in the 1960s and 1970s, from 
people with primarily modernizing and possibly secularist credentials. The 
ideological positions articulated were more often in the tradition of Nasser 
of Egypt: more leftist, or socialist, in basic tone while giving recognition to 
general Islamic principles. 

The power of the Islamically identified leaders was not the result of an 
absence of effective articulators of more leftist and secularist positions. The 
political generation of Turabi, al-Mahdi, and al-Mirghani also included a 
number of very effective presenters of leftist and secularist perspectives in 
Sudan. By the late 1960s, the Sudanese Communist Party (SCP) was possi¬ 
bly the largest and most effective Communist party in Africa. This was 
brought about by strong party leadership, supplied by people like Abd al- 
Khaliq Mahjub (who was executed by Numayri in 1971) and Ahmad Sulay- 
man (who later worked with Turabi) and by leaders in the Women's Union 
and the trade union movement like Fatma Ahmad Ibrahim and el-Shafi 
Ahmed el-Shaykh (also executed by Numayri in 1971). Western-educated 
and generally secularist intellectuals, like Francis Deng and Mohammed 
Omer Bashir, had international recognition and political importance. 
However, this combination of effective intellectuals and political organiz¬ 
ers was not able to dominate the Sudanese political arena, where the cen¬ 
tral position was held by the more clearly Islamically identified intellectuals 
and political organizations. 

The interaction among the Islamically identified political leaders is 
within the context of their competition with these other political modes. 
However, the three more established Sudanese Muslim leadership styles— 
the Sufi “saint,” the scholar, and the jihadist—help to define the place of 
Turabi among his contemporaries as a Muslim activist intellectual. By defi¬ 
nition, Sadiq al-Mahdi is the jihadist, the representative of the Mahdist tra¬ 
dition of direct political involvement. At the same time, he clearly presents 
himself as the scholar and intellectual who works, through his writings, to 
provide a clear articulation of a modern Islamic perspective. Muhammad 
Uthman al-Mirghani, by definition, is the Sufi. He is the head of a Sufi 
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brotherhood organization, the Khatmiyyah Tariqah, which was brought to 
Sudan in the early nineteenth century. His father, Sayyid Ali al-Mirghani, 
had great political influence but this was always exercised indirectly and 
shaped by a public posture of noninvolvement in politics. Sayyid Muham¬ 
mad Uthman. however, became the head of the Democratic Unionist Party 
and since 1969 has played an important role as a directly involved political 
leader and. increasingly in the 1990s, presents the mode of the leader of a 
militant movement of opposition that is functionally jihadist. 

Turabi is, by definition, “the scholar." His formal academic credentials 
are the fullest of the three contemporaries: he has a doctorate and then 
held a position in the Faculty of Law of the University of Khartoum. His 
scholarly writings are widely read within the Muslim world. However, by 
the 1970s, Turabi was also the leader of a significant, if small, political 
movement whose goals were fundamentally jihadist. Turabi “the scholar” 
came into direct competition with his contemporaries as each of them 
worked to create positions of political power. By the mid-1990s, the 
scholar-become-jihadist (Turabi) was in direct competition with the Suii- 
become-jihadist (al-Mirghani) and the jihadist-scholar (al-Mahdi). This 
competition of personal roles is a significant dimension of modern Su¬ 
danese politics and the roles of the activist intellectuals. Each of the leaders 
competes in a special way, and it is Turabi in particular who overlaps di¬ 
rectly with the others’ spheres as the Brotherhood is transformed from an 
elite intellectual group into a mass popular organization. 

In the context of the contemporary Muslim world, Turabi clearly is op¬ 
erating in a nontraditional way, and his positions in many ways reflect 
more radical positions rather than either the more common conservative 
or the standard Islamist positions. However, he operated successfully in the 
Sudanese political arena not as a secular intellectual, opposed to what the 
Sudanese came to call the “sectarian” politics of the Sayyids, but as a Mus¬ 
lim opponent of “sectarian” politics. 

Earlier a challenge to the Sufi and mahdist political modes from the 
standpoint of the intellectual class had been made by Ismail al-Azhari, the 
first prime minister of a self-determining and then independent Sudan in 
I 953 -I 956 . Al-Azhari was a major leader of the emerging politically con¬ 
scious educated class in Sudan in the 1940s. “The Graduates,” as this class 
was generally called, provided most of the professional leadership in the 
government and private sectors, but they were a small minority. In other 
African nationalist movements and newly independent states, the parties 
and organizations of this class became the new ruling elite, but not 
in Sudan. Al-Azhari was forced first to ally himself with the Mirghani 
family to gain mobilizable mass support outside of the major urban areas, 
but soon after independence, he came into conflict with Sayyid Ali al- 
Mirghani. The Khatmiyyah formed its own political party, the People’s 
Democratic Party (PDP), in 1956 and formed a coalition with the mahdists’ 
Ummah Party, forcing al-Azhari out of office soon after independence. By 
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the mid-1960s, al-Azhari and his party, the National Unionist Party (NUP), 
accommodated itself to the politics of the Sayyids, and in 1969, the PDP 
and the NUP joined together in the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) under 
the leadership of Sayyid Muhammad Uthman al-Mirghani. This reunifica¬ 
tion and al-Azhari's death in 1969 brought an end to the old-style liberal 
antisectarian option and left Turabi as the major nonleftist alternative for a 
new style of politics. 

Hasan al-Turabi is an activist intellectual whose life and individual ex¬ 
perience is identified with both Islamic and modern themes. His family 
background provided a distinctive foundation for his ability to interact 
with his contemporaries in the competition for political power and Islamic 
influence In the northern Sudan of the twentieth century. 


Basic Intellectual Framework: 

Renewal 

Turabi’s development as an activist intellectual reflects the changing con¬ 
ditions in Sudan during his long career. At times he was in opposition and 
at other times associated with the regime in power. Although his com¬ 
mitment to Islamic identified positions remained constant, the implications 
of those convictions changed depending on circumstances, leading to 
charges of opportunism. However, his basic ideas about the nature of and 
need for Islamic renewal are the heart of his intellectual activism. 


Definition of Renewal 

The foundation of Hasan al-Turabi’s perspective is his conviction that ef¬ 
fective Islamic renewal is necessary in the modern era. This position com¬ 
bines a pragmatic awareness of the visible weaknesses of Islamic societies 
in the modern world with a substantive position affirming that Islam re¬ 
quires renewal, or tajdid, in every age and it is an obligation for all faithful 
believers to participate in such renewal. “Tajdid is Turabi's most cherished 
idea. . . . Tajdid for Turabi takes on a revolutionary and very radical 
content.” 10 

The idea of the necessity of renewal is fundamental to Turabi’s under¬ 
standing of the history of the community of Muslim believers. From the 
very “first generations,” Muslims have, in Turabi’s view, advocated that 
constant renewal in the professing of the faith is an obligation on all be¬ 
lievers. In fact, "tajdid is the most necessary of the requirements of the 
faith of Islam.” 11 When subsequent generations ceased to fulfill this obli¬ 
gation, “they bequeathed to us a kind of passive and stagnant profession of 
the faith.” 12 In this situation, “when the enterprise of Muslims becomes 
stagnant with respect to their being Muslims, their Islam freezes and the 
history of their life takes a form that is not Islamic.” 13 In this way, the his- 
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tory of Islamic civilization is seen as a tension between the forces of re¬ 
newal (tajdid) and the forces of imitation of the past (taqlid). 

Turabi does not argue that the fundamental Islamic principles should 
change, and he does not advocate abrogation of parts of the Ouran in 
order to adapt to new conditions. The revelation in the Quran is the com¬ 
prehensive revelation of God's eternal truth. However, the implications of 
that Quranic message for specific peoples, times, and places do change. 14 
For Turabi, it is essential for the faithful Muslim to recognize the reality 
of historical change and accept the responsibility of responding to those 
changes in an authentically Islamic way—which means to accept the 
obligation of tajdid. This means that it is an Islamic obligation to cope 
with change: “God, praised and exalted, does not let us choose our new 
challenges. Instead, he expects us to choose our responses to those 
challenges.” 15 

Historically, the methodology of renewal involves exercising informed, 
independent judgment in legal and other areas of interpretation. This ef¬ 
fort, called ijtihad, is viewed as the opposite of taqlid. or rigid conformity to 
past precedents. In the general understanding of tajdid, illustrated by the 
definition provided by Abu al-Ala Mawdudi, the renewer, or mujaddid, ex¬ 
ercises ijtihad “to comprehend the fundamental principles of Religion, 
judge contemporary culture and its trends from the Islamic viewpoint, and 
determine the changes to be effected in the existing patterns of social 
life.” 16 

Turabi’s view of ijtihad follows this historic definition in general terms. 
However, in specifics, he advocates much more far-reaching reinterpreta¬ 
tions than most of his contemporaries. In his view, ijtihad does not simply 
open the way “to go to old books to dig out bits and pieces that we hope will 
help us solve today’s problems. What we need is to go back to the roots, and 
create a revolution at the level of principles.” 17 

The degree to which Turabi thinks it is necessary to depart from prece¬ 
dents of earlier Muslims is striking. Most Sunni Muslims, for example, view 
the Community of the Companions of the Prophet as an ideal and unique 
model. Sayyid Outb, the revolutionary Egyptian Islamist ideologue, articu¬ 
lated the common view when he wrote: 

There is an historic phenomenon that is appropriate for Islamic ad¬ 
vocates in every time and place to consider, . . . The Islamic call 
brought forth a generation of people, the generation of the Compan¬ 
ions of the Prophet, God be pleased with them, which is a unique 
generation in all of the history of Islam and even in the whole his¬ 
tory of humanity. This special type was never brought forth in an¬ 
other time. Some special individuals of this type appeared in the are¬ 
nas of history, but never again was there the likes of such a large 
number of people in one place as occurred in the first era of the life of 
this call to Islam. 18 
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In contrast, Turabi argues that although the “prototype community of the 
Prophet offers us an ideal standard,” when we use “that prototype as a 
basis we may feel obliged to build a new model which unites the eternal 
principles with the changing reality.” 19 

Turabi’s departure from historical precedents is also shown in his insis¬ 
tence that renewal, and the necessary ijtihad, is a responsibility of the 
whole community rather than a small intellectual elite. The foundation for 
this is Turabi’s redefinition of who are the people of knowledge in the con¬ 
temporary Islamic community. Historically, the “people of knowledge,” or 
the ulama, represented a very small part of the whole community, and as 
the learned elite they were viewed as speaking for the community of believ¬ 
ers as a whole. On the important issue of validation of practices and legal 
traditions through the consensus (ijma) of the community, for example, it 
was accepted that this legitimizing consensus was the agreement of the 
ulama. 

Turabi radically expands the definition of the ulama: 

What do I mean by ulama? The word historically has come to mean 
those versed in the legacy of religious (revealed) knowledge ( ilm ). 
However, ilm does not mean that alone. It means anyone who knows 
anything well enough to relate it to God. Because all knowledge is di¬ 
vine and religious, a chemist, an engineer, an economist, or a jurist 
are all ulama. So the ulama in this broad sense, whether they are so¬ 
cial or natural scientists, public opinion leaders, or philosophers, 
should enlighten society. 20 

This broad and inclusive definition of ulama is crucial to the implemen¬ 
tation of renewal as conceived by Turabi. It means that professionals in 
every science and discipline have an Islamic responsibility to use their in¬ 
dependent and informed judgement (ijtihad) in the effort of constant Is¬ 
lamic renewal. In the contemporary era, such a renewal must be compre¬ 
hensive and relate to all aspects of human life and not be solely a spiritual 
revival and affirmation of old credal statements. In Turabi’s perspective, 
such an effort is inherent in the meaning of the Islamic revelation, and 
participation in this effort is a requirement for all Muslims. 


Renewal and Islamic Law 

The renewal of legal systems and interpretations is a vital and central part 
of Turabi’s comprehensive vision. His own professional training was in 
law, and he served briefly as the dean of the Faculty of Law in the Univer¬ 
sity of Khartoum. When he served in governments, it was usually in some 
post related to the legal system. Following his acceptance of Numayri's Na¬ 
tional Reconcilation program, he served as attorney general of Sudan from 
1979 to 1982. He then was a presidental advisor on legal and foreign affairs 
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until Numayri suppressed the Muslim Brotherhood in March 1985, and 
Turabi was jailed. In the third parliamentary era, when National Islamic 
Front participated briefly in a governmental coalition, Turabi was the at¬ 
torney general and minister of justice. 

Turabi also served on many commissions dealing with legal and con¬ 
stitutional issues. His writing resulting from his work on one of the early 
special committees provides an important insight into his views on the 
methods of legal renewal he advocates. While this renewal must be an 
effective response to contemporary changing conditions, it must be based, 
in Turabi’s view, on the resources found within Islam and should not in¬ 
volve “borrowing" foreign ways of doing things. This position came 
out clearly in his work on a special committee considering the constitu¬ 
tional crisis resulting from the outlawing of the Sudan Communist Party 
in 1965. 

The Sudan Communist Party (SCP) had been actively involved in the 
October Revolution (1964), which brought an end to the first period of 
military rule and marked the beginning of the second parliamentary era. 
In the elections of 1965, the SCP won eleven of the fifteen seats in the spe¬ 
cial constituencies for “graduates,” and the Brotherhood began an active 
campaign to exclude Communists from parliament and to outlaw the 
SCP. The parliament passed a total ban on the SCP in late 1965, and the 
Supreme Court declared that action to be unconstitutional. In the consti¬ 
tutional and political crisis that followed, the Supreme Council of State, 
which functioned as the head of state and was separate from the govern¬ 
ment cabinet, appointed a special committee of three legal specialists to 
provide advice. This committee was composed of lawyers from the two 
largest parties in the parliament, Muhammad Ibrahim Khalil (Ummah 
Party) and Hassan Omar (NUP), and Hasan Turabi. Their report to the 
Supreme Council affirmed the absolute authority of parliament to make 
laws without limitations set by other institutions. In a separate publication 
at the time, Turabi supported the conclusions of the report, although when 
he wrote: “The Constituent Assembly is the agency entrusted with the ex¬ 
ercise of the highest constitutional authority and it is an expression of the 
sovereignty which the constitutions establish for the Ummah,” he added 
the phase “after God.” 21 

Turabi’s conclusion went beyond the report and stated that the ultimate 
cause of this and other constitutional crises was that the Sudanese consti¬ 
tution was simply a collection of “limbs amputated from foreign constitu¬ 
tions” and imposed on the Sudanese people. 22 Effective reform and re¬ 
newal could not be created from parts borrowed from foreign societies; 
it would have to be built from the resources within Islam. Legal renewal 
is, however, an absolute necessity. Turabi presents what he sees as the most 
effective methods for this renewal in two different areas, the reformulation 
of the discipline of jurisprudence (flqh ) and the implementation of the 
Shariah (Islamic Law). 
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The New Fiqh Historically, Muslims have distinguished between the 
Shariah, or the actual rules and teachings presented in the Quran and the 
traditions of the Prophet to guide Muslims in their lives, and the intellec¬ 
tual discipline for analysis and explanation of the Shariah, which is called 
fiqh. Although the two terms are closely related and sometimes used inter¬ 
changeably, there is an underlying connotation that fiqh is a human activ¬ 
ity, while the Shariah is divine revelation. Turabi utilizes this distinction 
and calls for a renewal of the whole foundation and perspective of fiqh. 

Medieval scholars, Turabi argues, made important contributions to un¬ 
derstanding the Shariah, but their contributions were limited by the condi¬ 
tions of their era and their historical context. These early scholars devel¬ 
oped a scholastic discipline whose considerations became separated from 
the conditions of application of Islamic principles in real life. Turabi states 
that “the issues of the fundamental sources in the fiqh literature were 
considered abstractly, so that they became sterile speculative discussions 
which produced absolutely no fiqh at all. Even worse, it produced never- 
ending controversy.” 23 This fiqh tradition is, in Turabi’s view, totally inade¬ 
quate for the needs of the contemporary Islamic movement. “It is clear to 
the movement that the fiqh which it has in its possession—however spe¬ 
cialized its load of deductions and inferences, and however careful in its ex¬ 
plorations and consultations—will never be adequate for the needs of the 
Islamic mission.” 24 

Turabi proposes a “new fiqh” that will transcend the limitations of the 
old, and he is quite specific in defining approaches and methodologies. 

Human knowledge has expanded greatly, while the old fiqh was 
based on knowledge that was restricted [by the conditions of its his¬ 
torical era.] ... It becomes imperative for us to adopt a new posi¬ 
tion in the fiqh of Islam so that we can utilize all knowledge for the 
service of God. This is a new construction which unites what exists 
in the transmitted traditional disciplines . . . with the rational sci¬ 
ences which are renewed every day and which are completed by ex¬ 
periment and observation. With that achieved and unified knowl¬ 
edge, we can renew our fiqh for the faith and what challenges it time 
after time in our contemporary life. 25 

It is within this context that Turabi’s concept of the new ulama including 
experts in all fields becomes essential. Economists and physicists and oth¬ 
ers are crucial in this process of creating a new and comprehensive fiqh. 

In terms of specific methods, Turabi argues for a thorough reexamina¬ 
tion of the fundamental sources of the Shariah. In this effort of reinter¬ 
pretation, Turabi proposes a radical expansion of a traditional method of 
analysis. In the first centuries of Islam, it was recognized that the basic 
texts did not deal with all of the specific situations with which Muslims had 
to deal. As a result, one of the major developments in the study and defini- 
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tion of Islamic law was the utilization of “judicial reasoning by analogy” 
(i qiyas ). 26 However, scholars developed many rules that narrowed the flexi¬ 
bility of specifically legal reasoning by analogy, and these became a part of 
the rigid structure that Turabi rejects. He proposed the replacement of the 
limited qiyas by a new. broad analogical analysis of the fundamental 
sources. 27 One area where Turabi outlines how this new approach would 
provide different perspectives is in the redefinition of the meaning of shura 
(consultation) in the context of the modern world. 28 

Law and Politics These perspectives and methods served Turabi well when 
he worked on various committees and commissions, operating primarily as 
a legal scholar. However, as the leader of a political group, he faced the 
more concrete issues of the actual implementation of Islamic law in an ex¬ 
isting society. In these efforts, political and historic contexts played a major 
role in determining which aspects of the proposed renewal of fiqh would be 
put into operation. In the 1960 s, when Turabi first emerged as a Sudanese 
political leader, the major issue was simply to get acceptance of the general 
idea of an Islamic constitution and an Islamic state. Even though the Mus¬ 
lim Brotherhood, and its political organization, the Islamic Charter Front 
(ICF), were small, they succeeded, under Turabi’s leadership, in placing the 
issue of an Islamic constitution at the center of the political agenda by the 
late 1960 s. However, 

far from working out a comprehensive blueprint or discourse the ICF 
seemed to have contented itself with the role of a pressure group 
that reminded influential politicians of the need to return to Islam as 
the root of “our” identity. In this context the option of an Islamic 
constitution was viewed as the start of a process of progressive Is- 
lamicisation and accordingly details could be worked out in the 
course of time. 29 

The result was that, while the National Committee for the Constitution, ap¬ 
pointed by the parliament, decided that the “Sudanese Constitution should 
be derived from the principles and spirit of Islam,” the draft it presented to 
parliament 30 “was not particularly Islamic in tone. . . . [Ajpart from 
the stipulation of shari’a as the primary source of legislation, all references 
to Islam were rather symbolic and fall short of what could be expected 
from a constitution based on ‘the spirit and guidance of Islam.”’ 31 Al¬ 
though the Brotherhood expressed some reservations about specifics, its 
newspaper called the document “a legal and political weapon in the politi¬ 
cal struggle of Islam.” 32 

This process of gradual Islamization is characteristic of the approach of 
Turabi when he and his organization were setting their own agenda. Two 
major events altered this gradualism: Numayri’s imposition of Islamic law 
in September 1983 and the coup led by Umar Hasan al-Bashir in 1989. 
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The “September Laws" of Numayri Ja’far Numayri’s decision in 1983 to in¬ 
stitute a comprehensive program of implementing Islamic law in Sudan by 
presidential decree was a sudden initiative. Although Numayri had been 
moving in the direction of a more explicitly Islamic policy orientation, the 
process appeared gradual. His book Why the Islamic Way ? 33 was a general 
discussion in the mode of earlier Sudanese political discussions of Is¬ 
lamization, He had also appointed a committee for the examination of laws 
to make them compatible with the Shariah. The committee began work in 
1977 and was headed by Hasan al-Turabi. The committee compiled a 
number of draft laws, but Numayri “was in no hurry to implement these 
new bills. Indeed, in the first five years of the committee’s work, only the 
bill regulating the payment of zakat [alms] was approved, probably be¬ 
cause it was the least controversial.” 34 

This gradual process, which was in line with the approach of the Mus¬ 
lim Brotherhood, was pre-empted with the promulgation of the "Septem¬ 
ber Laws” of 1983. By the summer of 1983, Turabi was no longer attorney 
general, and he was less directly involved in advising Numayri than previ¬ 
ously. The actual proclamations and legal program implemented through 
the September Laws was the product of a small group of younger lawyers 
led by Nayal Abu Qurun and Awad al-Jid Ahmad, who had little or no con¬ 
nection with the Muslim Brotherhood. The actual process of drafting the 
new laws was haphazard and hastily completed by these young lawyers, 
who were under direct pressure from Numayri to work rapidly. 35 The result 
was an “Islamization” of laws that did not meet the careful standards of 
legal scholars like Turabi but that, at the same time, represented a major of¬ 
ficial acceptance of Islamic law as the law of the land. In this situation, 
Turabi states that the movement “did not have a free choice between a 
carefully considered program involving confirmation as it moved toward 
completion and a sudden program coming unexpectedly from the regime, 
probably for political reasons.” 36 Turabi and most of the Muslim Brother¬ 
hood decided to give full support to Numayri's program, assuming that “its 
deficiencies could be corrected later.” 37 

This decision represents a major shift in method and approach for the 
Brotherhood, whose long-term strategy had been built on the assumption 
that an Islamic state would be the product of the Islamization of society 
and the primary effort would be to transform individuals and society. The 
shift is most clearly seen in criminal law, especially in the distinctive hudud 
punishments of amputation, flogging, and stoning. Turabi and others had 
long argued that “hudud were applicable only in an ideal Islamic society 
from which want had been completely banished.” 38 However, Numayri’s 
Islamization of law involved the immediate application of the hudud pun¬ 
ishments in Sudanese society as it existed in the early 1980s. Retrospec¬ 
tively, Turabi argued that while the movement had accepted the postpone¬ 
ment of hudud punishments in the “era of apologetics and defensiveness,” 
the argument had also been used by hypocrites who wanted to block any 
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implementation of Islamic law, and that “the Sharia in its general meaning 
as a program for life, morality, hudud, and judgements is, in reality, the his¬ 
toric precondition for the perfection” of society. 39 

The debate following the promulgation of the September Laws involved 
these issues. No one could argue that the hudud punishments were not 
prescribed by Islam; it is only possible to debate the conditions in which 
they are applicable. When Sadiq al-Mahdi challenged the September Laws 
(and Numayri’s regime), an important part of his argument involved 
whether or not it was appropriate to implement the hudud punishments in 
Sudan in the 1980s. In his sermon attacking Numayri’s policy Sadiq said, 
“To cut the hand of a thief in a society based on tyranny and discrimina¬ 
tion is like throwing a man into the water, with his hands tied, and saying 
to him: beware of wetting yourself." 40 Turabi moved away from this posi¬ 
tion with his support of the Numayri laws. 

Turabi’s support for Numayri’s program of Islamization had both bene¬ 
fits and costs. It provided assistance to a dictatorial regime that was begin¬ 
ning to fail, but it also provided a freedom of operation to the Brotherhood 
that would not otherwise have been possible. As a part of the opposition 
movement, the Brotherhood was always a minor partner of the two large 
sectarian organizations. However, in the context of the last years of the 
Numayri regime, support for the September Laws provided a way of identi¬ 
fying the Brotherhood clearly with the idea of the Islamization of law in 
Sudan. The positive dimension of this (from the perspective of the Brother¬ 
hood) was that, even after the overthrow of Numayri, his September Laws 
remained the focus of the debate over the role of Islam in Sudanese society. 
People opposed to those laws could be charged with opposition to Islamiz- 
ing Sudanese law. One result of this was that the Brotherhood’s political 
organization, the National Islamic Front (NIF), was able to prevent the for¬ 
mal abrogation of the September Laws in the third parliamentary era, even 
though Sadiq al-Mahdi, a strong critic of those laws, was prime minister. 

In this way Turabi ended up supporting a process of implementation of 
Islamic law that involved identification of his movement with an unpopu¬ 
lar dictatorship. This experience represented a significant departure from 
the careful legal scholarly approach and the gradualist Islamization poli¬ 
cies that were previously been characteristic of Turabi and the Brother¬ 
hood he led. At the same time, from Turabi’s perspective, the benefit to be 
gained was that issues of implementation of Islamic law became more cen¬ 
tral to Sudanese politics than ever before, and a form of Islamic law, how¬ 
ever flawed it might be in scholarly terms, was in place as the law of the 
land. Rather than having to argue in favor of adopting Shariah, Turabi and 
the NIF were in the stronger position of defending and working to revise 
existing laws. In northern Sudanese politics, it is very difficult, as Sadiq 
al-Mahdi discovered in his period as prime minister (1986-1989), to ad¬ 
vocate the revocation of any version of “Islamic law.” The NIF used the 
issue of the Shariah as a means of remaining at the center of the parlia- 
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mentary political scene, even though this meant that differences over the 
implementation of Islamic law became a major element in the political 
instability that plagued the third era of parliamentary politics. The Sep¬ 
tember Laws were not actually repealed until after the end of the third 
parliamentary era and the government of Umar al-Bashir replaced the 
Numayri laws in a context where the NIF played a dominant role in defin¬ 
ing the legal alternative. 

In the Numayri era, Turabi was primarily responding to opportunities 
presented by changing circumstances. In the 1990s, the situation was sig¬ 
nificantly different. The military coup of 30 June 1989 brought to power a 
group of officers willing to follow the advice and guidance of Turabi, and 
the “Revolution of National Salvation" (RNS) quickly became identified 
with the NIF. Although there were still practical and policy limitations on 
the NIF, the 1990s presented an opportunity to an Islamist group to design 
and implement a full program of social and political reform. The results by 
the late 1990s were extremely controversial. 

The Revolution of National Salvation, after a decade of rule, did not 
succeed in creating a system that could be utilized as a model by Islamist 
groups elsewhere in the Muslim world. Despite the fears of policy-makers 
in the West and leaders of neighboring countries, the NIF was able to pro¬ 
vide only minimal support and very little inspiration to movements of Is¬ 
lamic revolution in other countries. In ideological terms, the efforts of the 
NIF in power were aimed more at the creation of an effective political state 
system in Sudan than at the reinterpretation of Islamic law. This tendency 
was further emphasized when Bashir removed Turabi from his official posts 
in 1999. 

This transition in 1989 marked the change from Turabi the challenging 
activist intellectual to Turabi the ruler involved in maintaining and devel¬ 
oping an existing political system. General Muslim renewal and the imple¬ 
mentation of the renewed Islamic law were obscured by the demands of 
the operation of a government that many viewed as oppressive and au¬ 
thoritarian and that was in the midst of a long lasting civil war. In this con¬ 
text, it is important to examine major specific themes in Turabi’s thought 
as they were defined, and redefined, in the changing conditions of the sec¬ 
ond half of the twentieth century. 


Concepts and Programs in 
Turabi’s Thought 

Women and Islam 

In the early days of the Islamic movement in Sudan, the movement’s posi¬ 
tion with regard to women conformed basically to the traditional view of 
the status of women. The movement was made up of males and addressed 
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its message primarily to males, under the assumption that “if men were re¬ 
formed, the whole of society would be reformed” because the women 
would follow the men. 41 However, following the 1964 revolution and the 
emergence of Turabi as a major figure in the movement, the Brotherhood 
began to give more attention to the role of women, both in terms of the 
broader teachings of Islam and, more specifically, in terms of the move¬ 
ment itself. The basic transformation, in Turabi’s account, was that the 
movement reoriented itself in order to be in accord with the standards of re¬ 
ligion rather than the existing social norms. 42 

There was a significant effort to reorient the structure and outlook of 
the movement to give recognition to what Turabi believes is the fundamen¬ 
tal equality of men and women in Islam. A critical turning point in the de¬ 
velopment of this position was the publication in the early 1970s of a small 
book written by Turabi on “women between the teachings of religion and 
the customs of society,” 43 which has been described as “the most influen¬ 
tial work he ever produced.” 44 

In this book, Turabi presents a clearly argued case that starts with a de¬ 
tailed analysis of what women actually did in the early Muslim community 
during the lifetime of the Prophet and relates that account to the provi¬ 
sions and message of the Quran and the Traditions of the Prophet. The 
basic position is that “in the religion of Islam, a woman is an independent 
entity, and thus a fully responsible human being. Islam addresses her di¬ 
rectly and does not approach her through the agency of Muslim males.” 45 
This means that women have the same obligations and rights as men. “The 
verdict of Islamic jurisprudence is just the practical expression of the dic¬ 
tates of the faith. Women, according to Shariah, are counterparts of men. 
And in Islamic jurisprudence, there is no separate order of regulations 
for them. . . . The underlying presumption in the Sharia is that sex is 
immaterial.” 46 

Turabi notes that in the early community, women converted to Islam as 
individuals, sometimes before the men in their households did, and took an 
active role in public life, sometimes as warriors in battle, often regularly 
participating in political affairs. Turabi emphasizes that “public life is no 
stage where men alone can play. There is no segregation of sexes in public 
domains which call for joint efforts." 47 These early female paragons of the 
faith represent appropriate ways of life for all Muslims. This is true also in 
private life and personal matters, with women having rights to propose 
and refuse marriage, maintain control over their own property, and not 
live in isolation from society. 

The problem comes from the deviation from the Islamic ideal in the ac¬ 
tual history of Muslim societies. After the time of the early community, 
“women were segregated and isolated, not only from the political process 
but even from public religion.” 48 Turabi places the blame squarely on Mus¬ 
lim males: “Whenever weakness creeps into the faith of Muslim men they 
tend to treat women oppressively and seek to exploit them. . . . Weak 
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commitment to religion tends to cultivate unjust and hostile treatment of 
women.” 49 This has created a “traditional Muslim Society” in which “the 
basic religious rights and duties of women have been forsaken and the fun¬ 
damentals of equity and fairness in the structure of Muslim Society as en¬ 
shrined in the Sharia have been completely overlooked.” 50 

The consequence of this historical development, in Turabi’s view, is that 
a “revolution against the condition of women in the traditional Muslim 
societies is inevitable” and that it is the task of Islamists to “close the gap 
between the fallen historical reality and the desired model of ideal 
Islam.” 51 This task is made more complex by the circumstances of the 
modern world, where modern Western ideals for the role of women consti¬ 
tute “a serious temptation for the downtrodden Muslim women.” 52 He ad¬ 
vocated that properly Islamic reform be undertaken before the alien trends 
became fully assimilated, and he opposed simple conservative opposition to 
Western influences. 

The Islamists should beware of an attitude that seeks refuge from the 
invading liberating western culture in the indigenous past as a lesser 
evil that should be preserved with some acco m modation. Conserva¬ 
tion is a wasted effort. . . . [Islamists] should not leave their so¬ 
ciety at the mercy of the advocates of westernization who exploit the 
urgency of reform to deform society. . . . [Islamists should] be the 
right-guided leaders for the salvation of men and women, emanci¬ 
pating them from the shackles of history and convention. 53 

The result of this new emphasis on the role of women was that the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Sudan became active in advocating legal and social 
reforms in general and in the organization itself women came to play an 
increasingly important part. Women had provided important leadership in 
the Sudan Communist Party (SCP) already in the 1960s, but by the 1980s, 
the Brotherhood under Turabi’s leadership soon equaled and then sur¬ 
passed the SCP as the political group receiving support from educated 
women. One scholar noted that “one of the most striking modernist ap¬ 
proaches of the NIF is the open recruitment of women—in Islamic dress 
only—for political organizing. The Republicans and the SCP are the only 
other political organizations that have so effectively recruited women.” 54 
The result is that “women are the nexus of the NIF in a number of ways. 
They are among the most active and visible organizers” and “the only two 
women elected to the People’s Assembly during the 1985-1989 ‘demo¬ 
cratic’ era were NIF candidates.” 55 
Turabi's assessment in 1992 was that 

in the Islamic movement, I would say that women have played a 
more important role of late than men. They came with a vengeance 
because they had been deprived, and so when we allowed them in 
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the movement, more women voted for us than men because we were 
the ones who gave them more recognition and a message and place 
in society. They were definitely more active in our election campaigns 
than men. Most of our social work and charitable work was done by 
women. They are now even in the popular defense forces, and no¬ 
body raises questions about that. ... Of course, I don’t claim that 
women have achieved parity . . . but there is no bar to women 
anywhere, and there is no complex about women being present 
anywhere. 56 

While many would disagree with the optimistic tone of this assessment, it 
is clear that the impetus given by Turabi’s ideas about women in Islam has 
had an important influence on political life in Sudan. His book and the ex¬ 
perience of the movement under his leadership have also had a significant 
intellectual impact in the broader Muslim world. 


Concepts of the ‘‘Islamic State" 

There is a direct relationship between Turabi’s activities as a political leader 
in Sudan and the specifics of his evolving definition of an Islamic state. 
Turabi, like others engaged in efforts to establish an Islamic state, faced the 
tension between two different approaches. One advocated formal programs 
of Islamization of laws and society to be initiated and directed by the state 
itself, while the other saw an Islamic state as the final product of the Is¬ 
lamization of society. 

In terms of theory and principle, Turabi was relatively consistent over 
the years on this issue. His basic position was: 

An Islamic state cannot be isolated from society, because Islam is a 
comprehensive, integrated way of life. The division between private 
and public, the state and society, which is familiar in Western cul¬ 
ture, has not been known in Islam. The state is only the political 
expression of an Islamic society. You cannot have an Islamic state 
except insofar as you have an Islamic society. Any attempt at estab¬ 
lishing a political order for the establishment of a genuine Islamic so¬ 
ciety would be the superimposition of laws over a reluctant society. 57 

While this approach provides a theoretically consistent perspective, it 
may also reflect a mistrust of authoritarian rulers by leaders of movements 
that are most commonly in opposition. A tension is created when Islamists 
are presented with the possibility of participating in or controlling govern¬ 
ments. Policies of state involvement in or enforcement of Islamization 
of society, when those policies can be shaped by the Islamists themselves, 
provide opportunities for the second approach, which involves the estab¬ 
lishment of an officially Islamic state before the underlying society itself 
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is fully Islamized. This choice is an important aspect of the debate among 
Islamists themselves. Some, like Sayyid Qutb in Egypt, argue that existing 
states (and societies) are irredeemably unbelieving and opposition is oblig¬ 
atory. Others, like the mainstream Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, argue 
that participation in political processes can be part of the gradual Islamiza- 
tion of both state and society. 

In Sudan, the various organizations that were created by Islamists in 
the second half of the twentieth century were generally directly involved in 
the political processes. In every era of parliamentary politics, there was at 
least one Islamist-style political organization that participated. In many 
ways, the legal status of such groups was the same as the political parties 
organized by the major traditional Muslim associations. The Sudanese 
context was one in which the Islamist groups were not the only Islamically 
identified political associations and this provided a situation in which 
working “within the system” was facilitated. It also meant that the issue of 
whether or not there should be an “Islamic state” was less controversial in 
northern Sudanese politics than the question of what the nature of such a 
state would be in Sudan. 

Turabi’s writings on the nature of an Islamic state reflect the pragmatic 
opportunities presented by changing political conditions in Sudan. During 
parliamentary eras, the general approach involved participation in politics 
and, at the same time, emphasizing the need to Islamize society before the 
achievement of an Islamic state. However, during periods of authoritarian 
rule by the military, when the military rulers worked to implement state- 
imposed Islamization (as happened in the early 1980s under Ja’far Nu- 
mayri and following the military coup of 1989), these rulers received the 
active support of Turabi and the Islamist movement. 

By the time of the second era of parliamentary politics (1964-1969), a 
broad consensus emerged among most of the northern Sudanese political 
parties (with the Communist Party being the major exception) that the Su¬ 
danese state and legal system should in some way be Islamically identified. 
The main lines of this consensus in the late 1960s were presented in the re¬ 
port of a National Committee for the Islamic Constitution, written by a 
group representing the major northern parties. 58 This position reflects the 
views of the Muslim Brotherhood at the time, as articulated by Turabi. 
There is an affirmation that there is no need for "imported positive laws” 
since Islamic law has long provided the basis for the realization of justice 
and the foundations for an effective state system. 59 However, the Islamic 
state defined by the consensus is a modern state, not a traditionally con¬ 
ceived Islamic state. There is no mention, for example, of the historical con¬ 
cept of the “caliphate” in the entire 1967 memorandum. Instead, the com¬ 
mittee wrote: “When we call for the establishment of the Islamic 
constitution and the realization of the principles of the Shari’ah. we are 
simply calling for the establishment of a modern state with all that is under¬ 
stood by these words. Democracy in all of its forms, political, economic, and 
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social, is known to have been guaranteed by Islam long before it was shaped 
by the modern state. " 60 The committee outlines the basic characteristics of 
the Islamic state and society, noting the more general requirements of jus¬ 
tice and democratic participation, as well as more specifically Islamic re¬ 
quirements involving the economy (prohibitions on interest, monopoly, and 
gambling) and social life (“combating alcoholic drink and immorality”). 

The committee also reflected the general consensus of the time that the 
implementation of an Islamic state and legal system would be gradual. 
“For the application of any Islamic principle, it is necessary to pave the way 
for it by creating conditions so that there is no general hardship imposed 
upon the society of Muslims.” Specifically, it is necessary to establish first 
the general principles and conditions and only then implement punish¬ 
ments defined in the Quran and Sunnah. 61 

The Islamic Constitution, in this consensus, provided for an affirmation 
of Islamic principles of justice and equity in the format of a modern demo¬ 
cratic republic. In this perspective, 

the system of rule in Islam stands on the foundation that the state is 
the land, the people, and the government, just as is the case in its 
modern form. However, Islam sets up moral foundations and it is re¬ 
quired that the state operate within this framework. This leaves open 
the freedom to build structures in accord with these general founda¬ 
tions, while leaving open the details and secondary matters. 62 

The committee also recognized the importance, in determining the specific 
laws and institutions, of independent judgment and analysis (ijtihad) 
rather than simply following past precidents (taqlid). 63 

The second parliamentary era was brought to an end by the military 
coup lead by Ja’far Numayri in May 1969. The initial ideology and political 
vision of the new regime was articulated primarily in terms of the radical 
Third World socialism of the day, and Turabi joined the other political lead¬ 
ers in underground opposition. The situation of non-Muslim southern Su¬ 
danese organizations was changed dramatically in 1972 when an agree¬ 
ment between the government and southern opposition brought an end to 
the civil war that had begun in southern Sudan in 1955 against control by 
the northern-dominated governments in Khartoum. The result was that 
by the mid-1970s, the major opposition to Numayri was the old Islamically 
identified political groups led by Sadiq al-Mahdi, Muhammad Uthman al- 
Mirghani, and Hasan al-Turabi. 

The general northern Sudanese sentiment favoring some Islamic identi¬ 
fication for the state, which had been articulated in the consensus regard¬ 
ing an Islamic constitution, remained an important dimension of north¬ 
ern Sudanese politics. This was recognized even in the Permanent 
Constitution promulgated by Numayri in 1973. 64 Although this constitu¬ 
tion was primarily a document reflecting the later ‘Arab Socialist” perspec- 
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tives, it gave special attention to religions, noting that “[i]n the Democratic 
Republic of the Sudan Islam is the religion and the society shall be guided 
by Islam being the religion of the majority of its people and the State shall 
endeavour to express its values” (article i6.a). However, special recognition 
was also given to Christianity as “being professed by a large number of its 
[the Republic’s] citizens” (article i6.b) and, more broadly, “[h]eavenly reli¬ 
gions and the noble aspects of spiritual beliefs shall not be insulted or held 
in contempt” (article i6.c). 

Turabi and the other Islamically identified political leaders in opposition 
did not accept this as an appropriate constitutional recognition of Islam. 
This was not, however, the primary focus of their anti-Numayri position, 
which was the call for restoration of civilian parliamentary democracy. 
During the 1970s, a number of unsuccessful attempts were organized by 
the old political parties to overthrow Numayri, and by 1978 many were 
ready to consider seriously Numayri’s call for National Reconciliation. 

Turabi was the most prominent figure to accept the reconciliation invi¬ 
tation, and he soon became active in the government, as attorney general 
and in other posts. In this, Turabi illustrated in practice his expressed views 
about implementing Islamic law gradually within an existing system of 
state and society. He was head of a committee for the Islamization of laws, 
which systematically examined the existing legal codes to check for con¬ 
formity with Islamic law and recommended appropriate amendments or 
new laws. At the popular level, the Muslim Brotherhood that he led re¬ 
mained formally illegal but had a relatively wide range of freedom to act 
within the framework of the National Reconciliation policies. The Brother¬ 
hood’s organizational transition to the National Islamic Front (NIF) in¬ 
volved becoming more active as a public educational and social welfare or¬ 
ganization. By the early 1980s, the Brotherhood/NIF had become an 
increasingly visible political influence group, despite the fact that it re¬ 
mained illegal. 

Turabi's position regarding the nature of the state and its role in the Is¬ 
lamization of society was transformed by dramatic changes in the political 
context during the early 1980s. The promulgation of the controversial Sep¬ 
tember Laws by Numayri in 1983 changed the terms of the debate about 
an Islamic state in Sudan. Numayri’s Islamization program was unsys¬ 
tematic and was not related to the legal review process he had initiated in 
the late 1970s. 

The new “Islamized” political system was defined by a series of hastily 
produced proclamations that were relatively eclectic collections of materi¬ 
als drawn from standard classical sources (e.g., Ibn Taymiyyah on rules of 
evidence) and some modern formulations (e.g., the modern Jordanian 
commercial code). 65 As a result, the terms of debate shifted to whether or 
not the September Laws represented an “Islamic political system.” Most of 
the northern political opposition leaders took the position that the new 
laws did not represent an authentic Islamization. The leading spokesper- 
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son for this position was Sadiq al-Mahdi. Turabi and the NIF argued that 
although the specifics of the September Laws were inadequate and inaccu¬ 
rate as a representation of the Shariah, the September Laws represented 
an official recognition of the necessary Islamic nature of the state. As 
such, they should be accepted and then amended as the opportunity pre¬ 
sented itself. This resulted in a shift toward a state-guided program of Is- 
lamization as the basis of Turabi’s view of the relationship between the 
state and Islam. 

Following the overthrow of Numayri in 1985 and the initiation of the 
third era of parliamentary politics (1985-1989), the National Islamic Front 
under Turabi’s leadership emerged as the third largest political party. In 
the 1986 elections, the NIF won about one-quarter of the votes, the best 
showing for a nontraditional party in any of the Sudanese elections since 
independence. 

In the third period of party politics, the NIF program was explicitly 
aimed at preserving the recognition given to Islam in the public sector in 
the last years of Numayri. Although implementation of the September 
Laws was suspended, the NIF succeeded in preventing their abrogation 
without a formally Islamic system being adopted to replace them. In the 
terms of its organizational constitution, “[t]he Front aims at the sover¬ 
eignty of Islam in faith and law" within the context of the transformation 
of society. 66 There was only limited development of the conceptualization 
of an Islamic state in the context of this high level of direct political in¬ 
volvement in the politics and policies of the time. 

In the years since the establishment of the NIF government in 1989 sig¬ 
nificant efforts have been made to define the NIF ideal of the state. For a 
decade there was a transition from a simple military command council to 
the promulgation of a constitution in 1998 and the first steps toward its im¬ 
plementation in 1999. In this it is important to distinguish between the 
ideal and the actual experience. 

From the very beginning of NIF governance, the government faced sig¬ 
nificant opposition both from those who continued the civil war, especially 
under the leadership of John Garang and the various groups involved in 
the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), and from those northern 
Muslim political groups like the Ummah Party and the DUP who had been 
overthrown by the 1989 coup. In dealing with opposition, the early mili¬ 
tary regime maintained control through means of violent suppression of 
opposition, and only limited disagreements with policy were expressed or 
allowed. Well-documented accusations of torture of even political oppo¬ 
nents who were not in the militant opposition emphasized the autocratic 
nature of the political system. 

In the following years, although various elections were held, it was 
clear that there were very narrow limits imposed on expression of views in 
opposition to those of the NIF or the government of Umar Hasan Bashir, 
the leader of the original coup. The government continued to be willing 
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to take strong measures to suppress its opponents. In this context, the 
promulgation of a constitution in 1998 that guaranteed the right of citi¬ 
zens to form political associations (part 2, 26) provided the basis for the de¬ 
velopment of a multiparty political system. The actual implementation of 
that feature of the new system was still unsure in early 1999. 

The issues of freedom of political expression are related to the whole 
problem of bringing an end to the civil war, but these represent two differ¬ 
ent areas of policy and political activity. In the decade following the 1989 
coup there was a significant evolution of the formal political structure that 
was separate from the series of negotiations aimed at bringing an end to 
the war. It is in the constitutional developments that the NIF’s (and prima¬ 
rily Turabi’s) concepts of a legitimate state can be seen. 

The Constitution of 1998 provides a summation of most of these basic 
ideas. It is a presidential system, which was gradually defined through a 
process of the dissolution of the original Revolutionary Command Council 
(RCC) and its replacement by a primarily NIF civilian regime, which was 
closely coordinated with the Islamist military leadership of Umar Hasan 
al-Bashir. Bashir himself began as the commander of the coup and the 
head of the RCC, and his role was transformed into that of the elected 
president. The RCC dissolved itself in 1993 in a process that named Bashir 
as president with a council of ministers and created an appointed Transi¬ 
tional National Assembly (TNA). Between 1992 and 1996 a series of “base 
level committees" and local and regional congresses were established by a 
mixed process of election and appointment, leading to national elections in 
1996 for a national assembly and the president. The elections were contro¬ 
versial, and virtually no one from any visible opposition group partici¬ 
pated. Bashir was elected president, and in the new National Assembly, 
Turabi was elected the Speaker. This was the first formal office in the gov¬ 
ernment Turabi had held since the 1989 coup. 

From the very outset, the new regime had advocated a federal system in 
which local and provincial institutions would have some special recogni¬ 
tion and power. While this was in the context of considering special au¬ 
tonomy in some form for southern Sudan, in the view of Bashir and the 
NIF, the political system for the whole country should in some meaningful 
ways be federal in structure. Although strong control continued to be exer¬ 
cised by the central government, state governments were established, and 
in 1994 the number of states was increased from nine to twenty-six. 

In many of these transitions there is little that is explicitly Islamic. How¬ 
ever, the emerging system, as defined by the 1998 Constitution, provides an 
important indication of Turabi’s conceptualization of an actual state sys¬ 
tem built within the framework of his understanding of Islam. 

The preamble of this Constitution emphasizes at the very outset 
Turabi’s distinctive definition of continuing renewal (tajdid) that must take 
note of historical conditions and be continuing adjusting: “In the Name of 
God. . . . We the people of the Sudan, By the assistance of God, Consid- 
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ering the lessons of history, And by the thrust of the ever evolving National 
salvation Revolution, Promulgated for ourselves this Constitution.” 67 The 
same conceptual flexibility is in the articles defining amendment proce¬ 
dures. The Constitution can be amended by a two-thirds vote of the 
National Assembly, with the exception that those parts of the Constitu¬ 
tion that represent the “basic provisions and fundamentals” can only be 
amended by receiving both the two-thirds vote of the assembly and being 
passed by the people in a referendum (part 9,139-3). This means that even 
the fundamental provision that “Islamic law and the legislative consensus 
of the people by referendum, the Constitution or custom are the prevalent 
sources of law” is subject to possible amendment. 

In general terms, the Constitution tends to define a state of Muslims 
rather than an Islamic state, although there are distinctively Islamic provi¬ 
sions. The first provision defines the state in relatively inclusive terms: “The 
State of Sudan is an embracing homeland, wherein races and cultures coa¬ 
lesce and religions conciliate. Islam is the religion of the majority of the 
population. Christianity and customary creeds have considerable follow¬ 
ers” (part 1, 1). There is the old assumption seen in Turabi’s early defini¬ 
tions, that a society of properly practicing Muslims will have an Islamic 
state and that the state is only one part of society rather than being the 
dominant institution. 

The problems arise, of course, in practice and the degree to which the 
Muslim majority should be able to impose distinctively Islamic provisions 
on non-Muslims. It is in this context that Turabi emphasizes the impor¬ 
tance of the federal system, and the official policy of NIF in the 1990s re¬ 
flected the principles presented in the NIF charter in 1987. The charter 
says: 

The effectiveness of some laws shall be subject to territorial limita¬ 
tions, considering the prevalence of certain religions or cultures in 
the areas at variance with the religion dominant in the country at 
large. . . . In these matters exclusive local rules can be established 
in the area based on the local majority mandate. . . . Thus the 
legislative authority of any region predominantly inhabited by non- 
Muslims can take exception to the general operation of the national 
law, with respect to any rule of a criminal or penal nature derived 
directly and solely from a text in the Sharia contrary to the local 
culture. 68 

This means that the Shariah-defined punishments for stealing, for exam¬ 
ple, would not necessarily be enforced in the southern provinces, although 
they would in the northern. The imposition of these punishments on non- 
Muslims was a source of strong criticism of the regime during the 1990s. 

The distinctively Islamic provisions of the Constitution provide an im¬ 
portant guide to Turabi’s priorities in defining an Islamic state. There is a 
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specific reference to prevention of usury (part I, 8), state control of the 
levying of zakat, the charitable alms payments that are a requirement for 
Muslims (part i,io), and the instruction that the state “shall endeavour by 
law and directive policies to purge society from . . . liquor among Mus¬ 
lims,” as well as a number of other more general obligations dealing with 
“morals and unity of the society” (part i, 16). All of this is summed up in 
the more general injunction to faith in government that echoes the articu¬ 
lation of political goals by Turabi in many places: 

Those in service in the State and public life shall envisage the dedica¬ 
tion thereof for the worship of God, wherein Muslims stick to the 
scripture and tradition, and all shall maintain religious motivation 
and give due regard to such spirit in plans, laws, policies and official 
business in the political, economic, social and cultural fields in order 
to prompt public life towards its objectives, and adjust them towards 
justice and up-rightness to be directed towards the grace of God in 
The Hereafter, (part i, 18) 

This is a constitutional expression of Turabi’s and the NIF’s rejection of 
secularism. The 1987 NIF charter noted explicitly that “Muslims ... do 
not espouse secularism. Neither do they accept it politically” and that they 
“have a legitimate right ... to practice the values and rules of their reli¬ 
gion to their full range—in personal, familial, social or political affairs” 
(part X-C). 

The Constitution presents a number of basic Islamic political contexts 
in the definition of this political system. There are regular references to the 
importance of “consultation,” in the description of the system as a whole 
(part 1, 2), in the duties of citizens (part 2, 2), and in the prescribed oaths of 
all public officials. There is also emphasis on the importance of “consen¬ 
sus” in the operation of the political system. “The consensus of the nation 
by referendum” is listed, along with Islamic law, Constitution, and custom 
as one of the “sources of legislation”(part 4,1, 65). 

The Constitution also reflects a conceptual transformation in line with 
Turabi’s renewalist ideas. This is the definition of the “caliphate" in demo¬ 
cratic terms, as a way of reconciling issues of popular and divine sover¬ 
eignty. The Constitution says: “Supremacy in the State is to God the creator 
of human beings, and sovereignty is to the vicegerent people of the Sudan 
who practice it as worship of God, bearing the trust, building up the coun¬ 
try and spreading justice, freedom and public consultation” (part 1, 4). In 
this the people become the “caliph” in a conceptualization of the caliphate 
that goes far beyond that of the medieval theorists. 

The situation created by the 1989 coup created the conditions within 
which Turabi was able to define an operational Islamic state within the 
framework of his own conceptualizations of renewal. The Constitution of 
1998 is an important milestone in the evolution of his thinking. It contains 
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many themes that have long been present in his writings. However, the 
multiparty federal system defined by the Constitution is also a new phase, 
both in the political development of Sudan and in Turabi’s thought. As a 
political document, it has not had as much impact within the Muslim 
world as Turabi’s earlier writings. This is partly because it is specifically de¬ 
vised for Sudan in the 1990s. However, because of the visible policies of 
suppression of opposition and the continuing civil war, it is also true that 
Turabi’s global impact has been reduced because of the actual record of 
the state he has guided. 


Turabi and Sudanese National 
Unity 

The major problem facing the NIF government in the 1990s was the con¬ 
tinuing civil war, primarily in southern Sudan. This issue had been a part 
of Turabi's political life from the very first. It was his speech in 1964 oppos¬ 
ing government policy in the south that gave him his first national political 
visibility, and it was a major obstacle for the success of the state that he 
tried to construct in the 1990s. 

The development of the conflict parallels the development of both 
Turabi’s ideas about the nature of Muslim society in Sudan and his role in 
Sudanese affairs. The conflict continually raised the issue of the nature of 
the Sudanese state and the degree to which Sudan, which has a significant 
non-Muslim population, can define itself as a Muslim society. The co nfli ct 
began in the mid-1950s as a revolt by southern non-Muslims against the 
domination of their region in the newly independent Sudan by “Arab Mus¬ 
lims” from the north. The first parliamentary government (1956-1958) 
and the first military regime (1958-1964) were unable to reduce southern 
mistrust and attempted a military solution. Following the reestablish¬ 
ment of civilian parliamentary rule in 1964, northern political leaders at¬ 
tempted to affirm Sudanese national unity in a way that emphasized the 
Arabic language and Islam. The result was that the war continued, despite 
many different attempts at negotiation. The affirmations of the importance 
of an Islamic constitution in which Turabi played a major role at the time 
helped to confirm in the minds of southern leaders that continuing conflict 
was inevitable. 

The role of the south in Sudan was a difficult issue for Turabi and the 
Brotherhood. Initially, for members of the Brotherhood, “the south was 
perceived as a distant, vaguely symbolic place. Like the rest of the educated 
[in the north], Ikhwan only saw in the south the alienated, lost brother, 
who had to be retrieved through the spread of Islam, the Arabic language 
and better communications.” 69 In Turabi’s words, “the movement, despite 
its being a manifestation of renewal, was shackled by the limits of its tradi¬ 
tional northern Sudanese society.’’ 70 At first, Turabi and others opposed 
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the idea of giving special recognition or autonomy to the southern region. 
However, when the second military regime, that of Numayri, succeeded in 
negotiating the Addis Ababa agreement in 1972, the key element in the 
agreement was recognition of southern autonomy. In that context, the po¬ 
litical opponents of Numayri opposed both the agreement and the princi¬ 
ple of southern autonomy. 

In opposition during the 1970s, the members of the Brotherhood de¬ 
bated what their “southern policy" should be, and two points of view 
emerged. 

In 1975-76, extensive discussions were held among the Ikhwan in 
Nimeiri's jails, where most of them were at the time, on future rela¬ 
tions with the south. One point of view that emerged called for the 
separation of the south, since its demands appeared to have become 
the major obstacle to setting up an Islamic order in Sudan. The op¬ 
posing view, which won in the end, advocated tackling the problem 
head-on. If the Sudanese Islamic state were to become a bastion for 
Islam in Africa, it had to accept the challenge of accommodating a 
non-Muslim minority. 71 

In Turabi’s words, the movement decided to work for the “realization in 
Sudan of the Islamic project which would bear witness to the humaneness 
of Islam.” 72 Turabi played a major role in the following years in defining 
the Islamist solution to the issue of the south in Sudan, and increasingly it 
involved the articulation of some kind of a federalist solution that could 
provide a special recognition for southern autonomy. The 1998 Constitu¬ 
tion provided a summation of that long line of policy development. 

The peace that had been achieved by the Addis Ababa agreement of 
1972 was broken in the early 1980s as Numayri’s arbitrary interference in 
southern politics violated the prescribed autonomy of the region. Informal 
opposition groups were brought together early in 1983 in the SPLA under 
the leadership of John Garang. Garang emphasized that the Sudan Peo¬ 
ples’ Liberation Movement (SPLM), the political organization of the SPLA, 
was not a separatist movement but rather was the instrument of the “pro¬ 
tracted revolutionary armed struggle” that was necessary to create “a 
united Sudan under a socialist system that affords democratic and human 
rights to all nationalities and guarantees freedom to all religions, beliefs 
and outlooks.” 73 In practice, this resulted in the formulation of a program 
for the creation of a secularist political system in Sudan. Although the 
SPLA arose in opposition to Numayri, it continued during the third era of 
civilian politics. Although Garang engaged in negotiations with Sadiq al- 
Mahdi’s government, his view was that “the government of Sadiq el Mahdi 
was a sectarian dictatorship” that was far from the “United New Sudan” 
sought by the SPLA. 74 Savage fighting continued between the SPLA and 
government forces throughout the third era of civilian government. 
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These experiences provided the foundation for the development of the 
NIF approach to national unity during the 1990s. The starting point was 
the creation of a federal system in which southern autonomy would re¬ 
ceive recognition. In a long series of discussions and negotiations, the real 
differences between the NIF and SPLA positions, reflecting the differing 
views of Turabi and Garang, came to be most clearly expressed in the sharp 
contrast between Garang's emphasis on the absolute necessity of establish¬ 
ing a secular state andTurabi’s insistence on an Islamic state in which spe¬ 
cial arrangements could be made for non-Muslim regions. 

The clash of views that took place in negotiations in the Abuja II talks 
in Nigeria in 1993, with the head of Nigeria serving as mediator, shows the 
impasse. 

The mediator had decided to tackle head-on the issue of religion and 
state. If that issue could be resolved, then other issues would fall into 
place; if not, then no accord was possible. That approach lead to 
fierce debates, in which government delegates accused the SPLM of 
seeking to abolish religion, and declared that abolishing shari’a and 
hudud as the law of the land would lead to a Muslim uprising. The 
SPLM, in turn, rejected religious apartheid and stated starkly that 
the south could be part of an Islamic state only if it were defeated 
militarily. 75 

The impasse was further complicated by the development of the military 
situation in which it became clear that neither side was actually capable of 
military victory, despite public relations pronouncements by both sides on 
a regular basis. 

The NIF government undertook a major initiative that reflected chang¬ 
ing realities and also represented a further development of NIF’s vision of 
an Islamic state in Sudan. A division within the SPLM provided the oppor¬ 
tunity for this change of policy. In 1991 a group of high-ranking officers in 
the SPLA broke with Garang, creating the SPLM/A-United (originally in¬ 
formally called the “Nasir group”). Under the leadership of Lam Akol, Riek 
Machar, and Gordon Kong Chuol, the group advocated independence for 
the south. They argued in their manifesto that the differences between the 
two regions were so great that “Sudan will be condemned to perpetual war 
unless some drastic action is taken fairly soon. It is evident that the only 
feasible course of action to bring peace is for all to accept the fact that the 
North and the South need ... a period of time of separate existence.” 76 
This represented a revival of an older theme of southern separatism that 
had been a part of southern opposition from the very beginning of the 
conflict in the 1950s. Garang’s SPLA and the new group soon began their 
own destructive war within the broader war. 

This division provided an opportunity for the NIF government, which 
began negotiations with the anti-Garang groups. In April 1996, Machar 


HASAN AL-TURABI I47 



and others signed a political charter that additional groups accepted dur¬ 
ing the following year. The result was the signing of a peace agreement 
in April 1997 by the Sudan government and seven southern opposition 
groups, with Garang being virtually the only nonsigner. The agreement 
created a coordinating council for southern political affairs and accepted 
the principle of multiparty politics. In a major break with policies of previ¬ 
ous governments in Khartoum, the peace agreement also affirmed “the 
right of the people of Southern Sudan to determine their political aspira¬ 
tions and to pursue their economic, social, and cultural development” and 
that this right would be exercised in a referendum that would allow seces¬ 
sion as a choice. 77 The provisions of this agreement were included in 
the text of the 1998 Constitution as further confirmation of the peace 
agreement. 

Garang and the northern opposition groups rejected the peace agree¬ 
ment, and fighting continued in the south, but the structures defined by 
the agreement were created, and steps were taken toward greater southern 
participation in the NIF political system. In addition, movement toward 
the referendum also was made. Although Garang continued to oppose 
southern separatism, the government and the SPLA both agreed, in nego¬ 
tiations in Nairobi in May 1998, to accept an internationally supervised 
self-determination referendum in the south as a part of the continuing 
conflict. 

These developments represent a clear change in the position of Turabi 
and the NIF, reflecting the gradual recognition of the high costs of the civil 
war in terms of the ability of the NIF’s Islamic state to succeed. In the early 
1990s, Turabi still viewed the NIF mission as being to provide a "national” 
solution to the problem of Sudanese civil conflict. At that time he wrote: 
“Although the movement had laid out the frameworks responding to the 
challenges of the immediate political context and the civilizational future, 
much still remained for it to do in perfecting its regional model and its na¬ 
tional authority in order for it to be a national and global example.” 78 The 
vision of a model Islamic society with a significant non-Muslim population 
came to include allowing the non-Muslims to opt out of that society. The 
1996 and 1997 agreements defined this option, which was confirmed by a 
series of statements by Sudanese leaders. President Bashir, in February 
1999, noted that “his government would continue to try to preserve the 
unity of the mainly Muslim north and the Christian and animist south but 
that secession was better than war.” 79 

These developments after a decade of NIF rule made the priorities of 
Turabi, Bashir, and the NIF clear. If a choice has to be made between con¬ 
tinuing the Islamic experiment and maintaining Sudanese national unity, 
the NIF would opt for its Islamic rather than its Sudanese national mission. 
These priorities continued to appear as the government’s priorities follow¬ 
ing Bashir’s removal of Turabi from his posts in 1999. 
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Conclusion 


Hasan Turabi has throughout his life been a person of ideas, an intellec¬ 
tual. He has also been, since the completion of his graduate studies in 
1964, an active and visible political leader in Sudan. In many ways, he is 
the prototype, almost the stereotype, of the Muslim activist intellectual. 
The major significant difference between him and most other Muslim ac¬ 
tivist intellectuals is that he had a decade in which he had the political 
power to put his ideas into practice. 

His ideas have had an impact on Muslims throughout the world. His 
writings are widely read. As a political leader, however, his impact has been 
primarily local. Few people in the Muslim world look to the Sudanese expe¬ 
rience since 1989 as a model for how an Islamic state should be. The con¬ 
tinuing civil war has made it difficult to judge the effectiveness of the politi¬ 
cal system created by Turabi, and his removal from official posts in 1999 
reduced his direct role in the evolving political system. However, whatever 
the results of the NIF experience, it is clear that the role of the Muslim ac¬ 
tivist intellectual has been great in Sudan. 
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ABDOLKARIM SOROUSH 
AND CRITICAL 
DISCOURSE IN IRAN 


Valla Vakili 


Abdolkarim Soroush emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s as the 
foremost Iranian intellectual operating within the terms of religious dis¬ 
course. 1 From an initial articulation of a flexible, interpretive understand¬ 
ing of religious texts, Soroush moved on to overt political commentaries on 
the role of religion in state administration. His writings and speeches alike 
combine a deep knowledge of Islam with a subtle mastery of Persian po¬ 
etry, creating an individual style that has appealed strongly to many reli¬ 
giously inclined Iranian university students 2 His training in philosophy of 
science during the late 1970s in England lends his style an analytical bent 
that distinguishes him among his university audiences. While these stu¬ 
dents form Soroush’s core following, his critics range across the political 
spectrum. Soroush’s arguments have garnered substantial opposition from 
the Iranian clergy and from more militant-minded Islamic student groups 3 
Unlike secular critics of Iranian politics, Soroush speaks the dominant reli¬ 
gious language of political discourse in Iran. His ability to move fluently 
and innovatively within a domain traditionally dominated by an exclu- 
sivist clerical establishment has rendered him a more dangerous critic than 
many of his contemporaries. Compounding this effect are his revolution¬ 
ary credentials. Associated both with Ali Shariati and, at a deeper level, 
Murteza Mutaharri—two architects of the Iranian Revolution’s Islamic 
ideology—Soroush boasts a powerful rhetorical, revolutionary lineage. His 
appointment by Ayatollah Khomeini to the Advisory Council of the Cul¬ 
tural Revolution in the early years of the Revolution grants him an addi¬ 
tional domestic legitimacy. 4 For many years following the advancement of 
his best known work, “The Theoretical Expansion and Contraction of the 
Sharia,” Soroush dominated the Iranian intellectual and critical scene. He 
occupied a position disproportionately larger than his contemporaries, 
dramatized by the wide audience for his lectures and tapes as well as his 
substantial readership. 
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In recent years—particularly since the 1997 election of President Mo¬ 
hammad Khatami in Iran—Soroush’s position within the critical field has 
changed. The election dramatically rewTote the boundaries of public po¬ 
litical debate in Iran, ushering in a host of powerful, critical concepts: 
for example, pluralism, democracy, popular will, rule of law, and civil soci¬ 
ety. President Khatami's vigorous advancement of many of these terms 
granted them a legitimacy in public discourse on which reformist forces 
quickly drew. A number of newly inaugurated newspapers and periodicals 
helped spread this new discourse, positioning it in opposition to a ruling 
dogma identified as monopolist, authoritarian, antidemocratic, arbitrary, 
and violent. Soroush's role within this new discursive space proves quite 
different from his previous position within tighter borders of critical 
discourse. 

Prior to the 1997 election the boundaries of critical discourse, although 
flexible and at times more open than others, were nevertheless a fraction 
of what they are now. Soroush proved more capable than other critics at 
negotiating the ambiguities, uncertainties, and restrictions of this space. 
His thorough knowledge of the terms of religious discourse, dominance 
over the language of poetic subtlety, and sensitivity to linguistic equivoca¬ 
tion created an individual flair for criticism within restricted space un¬ 
matched by his contemporaries. Soroush could speak the unspeakable 
without ever actually saying it. In the new discursive space marked by 
President Khatami’s ascension, the formerly unspeakable is suddenly com¬ 
mon currency. The result is a new style of critique, in which explicitness, 
directness, and daring have replaced equivocation and subtlety. Whereas 
the previous limits on critical speech demanded considerable rhetorical tal¬ 
ents for critics to distinguish themselves, the new freedom grants individu¬ 
als distinction through their adoption of the new terms of discourse. 
Today, state critics increasingly speak the same language—of human 
rights, civil society, law—and Soroush is no exception. Concepts, not indi¬ 
viduals, increasingly dominate, and hence the question of Soroush’s future 
as a foremost critic remains an open one. 

I begin here with a review of Soroush's biography, and then I will dis¬ 
cuss the development of his political critiques during the pre-Khatami pe¬ 
riod of less stable, more restricted boundaries of public discourse. These ar¬ 
guments, which earned Soroush his considerable domestic and foreign 
audience, cover four main areas: the relationship between religion and the 
study of religion: the role of religion in politics; the Iranian clerical estab¬ 
lishment; and relations between Iran and the West. Soroush argues for key 
reform in these fields. On the basis of the conviction that no understanding 
of Islam is ever complete or final, he dismisses any attempts to formulate 
an official Islamic political ideology. He rejects outright the possibility of 
administering a modern state by religious methods and calls instead for the 
establishment of a democratic state in Iran. He upholds the dissociation of 
the clerical establishment from organized political activity and proposes 
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fundamental reforms for the clergy. And he strongly supports the need for 
continuous and open cultural dialogue between Iran and Western coun¬ 
tries. After detailing these arguments, I close with an assessment of the im¬ 
pact of Khatami-era changes on the elaboration of Soroush’s thought, and 
his role within the critical Iranian intellectual scene. 


Biography 

Soroush is the pen name of Hossein Dabbagh, who was born in Tehran in 
1945. 5 Soroush studied at the Alavi secondary school in Tehran, an institu¬ 
tion that eventually would graduate several future members of the Islamic 
Republic’s elite. The Alavi school’s combination of religious and scientific 
studies prefigured a trend that would preoccupy Soroush throughout his 
later studies and writings. He took his first university degree, in pharma¬ 
cology, in Tehran; and after a two-year period of practical work in this 
field, he left Iran to continue his studies in England (mid- to late 1970s). 
He began his graduate studies in London in analytical chemistry (M.Sc., 
University of London), followed by several years of research in the philoso¬ 
phy of science (Chelsea College, London). Throughout his secondary and 
higher education, Soroush paralleled his official studies with a deep interest 
in Persian poetry and with Quranic exegesis. Political events in Iran, partic¬ 
ularly the rise of religious activists such as Mutahhari, Bazargan, and Ali 
Shariati, also influenced him. In particular, Soroush was attracted by these 
activists’ attempts to produce political interpretations of religious texts—an 
attraction that signaled a later return to the very question of textual inter¬ 
pretation. In terms of his own activism, Soroush emerged in London as a 
powerful religious critic of Iranian leftist and Marxist discourse. His criti¬ 
cisms of what he saw as dogmatic tendencies in Iranian leftist thought and 
practice established his initial reputation, both in England and in Iran. 6 

Soroush returned to Iran shortly after the Revolution, and he took up 
the directorship of the Islamic Culture Group within the Tehran Teacher's 
Training College. He later participated as a high-ranking member— 
appointed directly by Ayatollah Khomeini—of the Advisory Council of the 
Cultural Revolution in Tehran. This particular period of his life marks sub¬ 
stantial controversy, owing to the Cultural Revolution’s role in the closure 
of Iran’s universities and the restriction of free speech and academic in¬ 
quiry. Soroush’s response to this controversy is that his tenure began after 
the universities had already been closed, and that the Advisory Council in 
fact was charged with the reopening, rather than the continued restric¬ 
tion, of Iran’s universities. After four years on the Council, Soroush re¬ 
signed, owing to differences of vision which have yet to receive proper 
public expression. Consequently, in popular discourse at least, Soroush's 
involvement with the Cultural Revolution is likely to remain a contested 
subject for some time. 
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Soroush's anti-Marxist writings earned him a privileged position as 
what is often referred to as the Islamic Republic’s “premiere ideologue.” In 
time this would pass, drastically so, as any privileges Soroush enjoyed were 
replaced by restrictions on research and expression. Following his involve¬ 
ment in the Advisory Council, Soroush held research and teaching posi¬ 
tions at Tehran University and the Tehran-based Research Institute for 
Human Sciences. In the late 1980s and early 1990s he began a series of in¬ 
vestigations into the process of change in the interpretation of religious 
texts, which sparked continuous controversy, leading to the closure of the 
journal in which the investigations first appeared. In 1991 the monthly 
journal Kiyan was formed and has since then acted as the primary outlet 
for Soroush’s critiques. His writings have earned him a mixed audience 
within the Islamic Republic’s elite, where he is both admired and attacked. 
These attacks stem from Soroush’s detailed critiques of the impossibility of 
any final interpretation of Islam and his forthright criticisms of the Ira¬ 
nian clergy. Soroush, in turn, has been banned from teaching, writing, 
traveling, and public speaking, and at any given moment one or more of 
these restrictions may be in place. Finally, Soroush’s denial of any practical 
role for religion in politics has found him a substantial opposition in cer¬ 
tain activist student religious groups. This opposition, as well as other cri¬ 
tiques, are covered in further detail hereafter. 


The Interpretation of Religious 
Texts 

Soroush’s argument begins as part of a larger project of Islamic revivalism 
in the modern Muslim world. 7 Contemporary Muslim thinkers often argue 
that Islam must be “reconstructed” or "revived” in order to meet the needs 
of modern Muslims and society. Soroush differs. He accepts the need to 
reconcile changes in the modern world with the immutability of religion, 
yet he does not propose the reconstruction or revival of Islam. For Soroush 
Islam is unchanging, and any attempt to reconstruct Islam is both futile 
and illusory. Religion need not be changed, but rather the human under¬ 
standing of it. 8 In this distinction lies the key to reconciling a fixed religion 
with a dynamic world. To meet the challenges of modernity Muslims 
should seek not to change their religion but rather to reconcile their under¬ 
standing of religion with changes in the outside world. 9 This requires a 
conception of religion that accepts the inevitability of change in the 
human understanding of religion. Soroush advances such a position, on 
the basis of an analysis of the development and growth of religious knowl¬ 
edge (marifat-i dini). 

While religion itself does not change, human understanding and knowl¬ 
edge of it does. Religious knowledge is but one among many branches of 
human knowledge. It is not divine by virtue of its divine subject matter, 
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and it should not be confused with religion itself. 10 Religious knowledge is 
the product of scholars engaged in the study of the unchanging core of Shii 
Islamic texts—the Quran, the hadith, and the teachings of the Shii 
imams. 11 These scholars interpret the texts differently, depending on their 
methodology, which may range, for example, from the rules of Arabic gram¬ 
mar to inferential logic, from Aristotelian philosophy to contemporary 
hermeneutics. Religious knowledge changes then as a function of these 
methods. But it is also influenced heavily by the worldview that informs 
each particular scholar's work. 12 In addition to the use of particular meth¬ 
ods for the study of religion, a scholar of religion also possesses a distinct 
understanding of the world, nature, and a muslim’s place in both. This is de¬ 
termined not only by his study of religion but also by his understanding of 
advances in the natural and social sciences. 13 A medieval scholar’s world¬ 
view, for example, dramatically differs from that of a modern one, resulting 
in different interpretations of religion and leading to different bodies of reli¬ 
gious knowledge. 

Religious knowledge changes and evolves over time, as more compre¬ 
hensive understandings replace previous, more limited interpretations. Yet 
all interpretations are bound by the era in which a religious scholar lives 
and by the degree of advancement of the human sciences in general and 
religious studies in specific within this era. Moreover, it is impossible to 
study the Quran without certain presuppositions derived from outside 
the Quran. These presuppositions, determined by a scholar’s intellectual 
worldview (understanding of the other human sciences), ensure that any 
understanding of religion is time-bound; 14 for religious knowledge is cre¬ 
ated by the application of the “knowledge of the day" to the study of the 
core religious texts. 15 Religion on the other hand, is eternal, and the rela¬ 
tivity of religious knowledge does not entail the relativity of religion itself. 

Nor does the relativity of religious knowledge eliminate the possibility of 
discerning between “correct” or “incorrect” interpretations of religion. 16 
The responsibility for distinguishing between these interpretations falls on 
the scholarly community. The central issue here is one of methodology. 17 
Like scientists, scholars of religion possess a methodology that is both 
distinct to their field of study and publicly accepted. Soroush holds that 
knowledge is public—as the creation of new knowledge is always in refer¬ 
ence to the overall body of public human knowledge—and so the criteria 
for judging correct from incorrect knowledge must be public as well. 18 
Soroush does not articulate these criteria, for he is not concerned with dis¬ 
tinguishing better from worse interpretations but rather with uncovering 
the means by which religious knowledge (of any quality) is formed and 
develops. 19 

Explicit within the argument is the total reconcilability between reli¬ 
gious and scientific knowledge. 20 There is an intimate connection—a 
“continuous dialogue"—between religious and nonreligious branches of 
human knowledge. 21 Hence the parallel growth of all human sciences can 
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occur only in an open and rational intellectual climate. Soroush is commit¬ 
ted to freedom of intellectual inquiry and the right to criticize rationally all 
academic theories, religious or nonreligious. 

Soroush’s position is fundamentally one of caution: caution against 
confusing religion itself with the knowledge gained from the study of it. To 
avoid this error is to understand religious knowledge as a human construct 
that necessarily and constantly changes. Muslims can then “reconstruct” 
their religious interpretations in accordance with their changing under¬ 
standing of their world. 

Soroush’s project is not limited to the articulation of a theory of reli¬ 
gious knowledge but extends to the establishment of conditions necessary 
for the manifestation of this theory. His political critiques stem from this 
latter concern. In moving from the realm of theory to that of practice, he 
finds that there are significant social and political obstacles to the proper 
growth of religious knowledge. In identifying and criticizing these obsta¬ 
cles, he casts fundamental aspects of state and society in a new light. 
Soroush's comments on religion and politics, the role and structure of the 
clerical establishment, and relations with the West are three examples of 
the application of his religious paradigm to practical matters. 


Religion and Politics 

Should religion act as a political ideology? Can a state base its religious le¬ 
gitimacy on a notion of Islamic ideology? Are religiously derived methods 
alone sufficient for the governance of a modern state? Soroush’s answer to 
these questions is an emphatic no. He calls for the abandonment of Islamic 
“ideology” altogether, arguing that it hinders the growth of religious 
knowledge. And he maintains that religiously derived methods of gover¬ 
nance are insufficient for administering a modern state. He rejects, then, 
any government that claims legitimacy based on the implementation of 
some notion of Islamic methods of governance. Instead, Soroush considers 
a democratic government the only kind compatible with his notion of 
Islam. In fact, it is not only compatible with but essential to this notion. To 
understand these conclusions, the reasons for Soroush’s total rejection of 
the use of Islam as an ideology must be examined first. 


Islam as an Ideology 

One of the striking features of the contemporary Muslim world is the 
emergence and power of Islamic political ideology. "Islamic ideology” has 
galvanized revolutionaries and legitimized political systems. It has gained 
acceptance as a political manifestation of Islam, and much of the debate 
surrounding it regards the form of Islam as an ideology, not the existence 
of Islamic ideology itself. Soroush too considers Islamic ideology a central 
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issue in the modern Muslim world; yet he is not an Islamic ideologue. In¬ 
stead, he completely opposes any form of Islamic ideology; indeed, he sees 
religious ideology as one of the primary obstacles to the growth of reli¬ 
gious knowledge. 22 

Soroush defines ideology as a social and political instrument used to de¬ 
termine and direct public behavior. It "consists of a systematized and or¬ 
dered school of thought . . . that situates itself as [a] guide to action 
. . . [and acts] as a determining factor in people’s political, social, and 
moral positions.’’ 23 In order to fulfill this guiding role, ideologies provide an 
interpretation of the world that is easily apprehensible by the public. This 
interpretation also has to mobilize individuals toward particular ideologi¬ 
cal ends. Soroush argues that these ends generally are defined in opposi¬ 
tion to a competing ideology. This confrontation between rival ideologies 
leads to an interpretation of the world as divided between two ideological 
poles. While this interpretation provides a clear object for mass mobiliza¬ 
tion, it is fundamentally reductionist, as it views the world solely in terms 
of the prevailing ideological discourse. 24 

Islamic ideology then requires both a religioideological interpretation 
of the world and an ideological enemy. Revolutionary movements that 
embrace Islam as an ideology, such as those of the Iranian Revolution 
(1978-1979), well illustrate these qualities. Possessed of a distinct enemy 
(the shah), who himself represented an increasingly intolerable ideology 
(kingship), many among the Iranian revolutionary masses also held a reli¬ 
gioideological interpretation of the world. This brand of Islamic ideology, 
as formulated by Ali Shariati and other thinkers, played a major role in mo¬ 
bilizing the Iranian public against the Pahlavi state. 25 As a revolutionary 
force Islamic ideology has proven its power, and Soroush does not deny 
this. Yet he rejects ideology even for revolutionary ends. 

The reason for this rejection lies in the characteristics of ideology and 
their effect on religion. In situating itself in opposition to a particular rival, 
and interpreting the world based on this rivalry, religious ideology reduces 
the complexity of religion to a fixed ideological worldview. 26 According to 
Soroush, it is impossible at any time to defend one understanding of Islam 
as definitive. AH understandings change over time. But to transform reli¬ 
gion into an ideology is to cast it in a definitive, unchanging mold. This re¬ 
places religion with an ideological version of it, for the permanence of reli¬ 
gion is now ascribed to the religious ideology. The use of religion as a 
political tool also subordinates the depth and complexity of religious un¬ 
derstandings to the imperatives of a temporary political struggle. 27 

Ideological governments provide another view of the shortcomings of 
ideology. A government that rules through an official ideology possesses all 
the problems of ideology just described. Yet it also manifests additional im¬ 
pediments to the growth of religious knowledge. An ideological govern¬ 
ment must both develop and maintain an official ideological platform that 
at once legitimizes the government and acts as an unifying and mobilizing 
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force. To accomplish this it requires an official class of government-allied 
ideologues, whose sole task is the formulation and defense of the ruling 
ideology. In a government ruled on the basis of a religious ideology, this of¬ 
ficial class takes the form of government-allied interpreters of religion. 28 
Whereas in a revolutionary movement, religious ideology serves the tem¬ 
porary purpose of overthrowing an established enemy, in an ideological 
state this ideology assumes an official and permanent form. Here religion 
becomes the servant of the state, as it is transformed into a legitimizing ide¬ 
ological base. 

For Soroush, it is the official nature of this ideology, together with the 
existence of government-allied religious ideologues, that presents a sub¬ 
stantial challenge to the free growth of religious knowledge. 29 One of the 
conditions for the growth of this knowledge is the acceptance of transfor¬ 
mation and evolution in religious understandings. Yet the articulation of 
an official religious ideology restricts an individual’s freedom to interpret 
religion. By forcibly imposing an ideological vulgarization of religion upon 
society, state-allied ideologues do not only reduce individual freedom; they 
also determine the acceptable standards and use of reason in religious in¬ 
quiry, as any rationality not based on the logic of the prevailing ideology is 
deemed unacceptable. Since unobstructed reason is necessary for the de¬ 
velopment of religious knowledge in conjunction with the other human 
sciences, these restrictive ideological standards substantially threaten this 
development. 30 In addition, the restricted range of free thought and ra¬ 
tional inquiry in a religioideological state impedes not only the natural 
growth of religious knowledge but also the continued development of the 
state: “In principle the possibility for the internal growth and development 
of a [political] system exists only when that system is flexible, and [when] 
the possibility for new reasoning and change exists within the system, 

. . . [and] if [this] does not exist, inevitably for reform, the foundation [of 
the system] must be inverted, and upon this inversion, a new foundation 
built.” 33 

Clearly, then, to Soroush, religious ideology threatens both the proper 
pursuit of knowledge and the governance of society. A religious society 
should resist the ascension of an ideological regime and resist being trans¬ 
formed into an ideological society. Profound differences separate these two 
kinds of society: 


In an ideological society, the government ideologizes the society, 
whereas in religious societies, the society makes the government reli¬ 
gious. In an ideological society, an official interpretation of ideology 
governs, but in a religious society, [there are] prevailing interpreta¬ 
tions but no official interpretations. In an ideological society, the task 
of [the formulation of] ideology is relegated to the ideologues. In a re¬ 
ligious society, however, the issue of religion is too great for it to be 
relegated solely to the hands of the official interpreters. In a religious 


ABDOLKARIM SOROUSH AND CRITICAL DISCOURSE IN IRAN 157 



society, no personality and no fatwa is beyond criticism. And no 
understanding of religion is considered the final or most complete 
understanding. 32 


Soroush argues that religion itself contains all the ideals that religious 
ideologies manipulate yet is not limited to these ideals alone. A comprehen¬ 
sive understanding of religion includes an appreciation of the religious in¬ 
junctions to resist oppression, to act justly, and to aid the oppressed that 
characterize a revolutionary ideology. 33 Unlike religious ideology, this un¬ 
derstanding is not limited to the combative and dynamic aspects of religion 
but also includes the more peaceful, esoteric, and mystical aspects that reli¬ 
gious ideology ignores entirely. Religion is “more comprehensive than ide¬ 
ology,” and people should aspire to an understanding that includes and ex¬ 
ceeds the values enshrined (imperfectly) in ideology. 34 Not to do so is to 
discard religion for an ideological caricature of it. 35 


Islam and Religious Government 

Although Soroush rejects Islam as a political ideology, he does not advo¬ 
cate the simple separation of religion and politics. He argues instead that 
in a religious society politics inevitably takes a religious form. 36 Individuals 
in a religious society naturally manifest their commonly held religious sen¬ 
timents in their politics. If a political system rests on public opinion and 
participation, then in one form or another it will embody these religious 
sentiments. The question for Soroush is not whether religion and politics 
are compatible but what the nature of the interaction between the two 
should be. In addressing this question, Soroush reveals his fundamental 
concern that obstacles to the growth of religious knowledge not arise. 
This leads him ultimately in the direction of democracy. But the path to 
democracy begins with an analysis and rejection of alternative forms of 
government. 

Soroush approaches the issue of religious government by asking 
whether in a religious society there is a religious right to governance and 
which, if any, individuals possess this right. 37 He considers two ways of 
answering this question: one rooted in fiqh (jurisprudence) and the other 
in kalam (theology). The jurisprudential response emphasizes the need to 
implement religious justice, and the role of the faqih in interpreting and 
applying this justice. In a religious society the faqih enjoys the right to gov¬ 
ern, and the exercise of this right requires the establishment of a particular 
type of religious (fiqh-based) government. Soroush rejects this as too lim¬ 
ited an interpretation of religious governance. Fiqh is but one dimension of 
religion, and to understand religion solely in terms of fiqh is reductionist. 
While fiqh provides answers to strictly legal questions, it does not address 
deeper issues, such as the meaning of justice and freedom. 38 To address 
the latter issues, Soroush turns to kalam: “The question of religious justice 
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is a question for flqh, but the question of a just religion is a question for 
kalam ." 39 

Soroush maintains that a religious government must be a just govern¬ 
ment and that justice is a term independent of religion. 40 Religious justice, 
based on fiqh and understood as the interpretation and application of 
Quranic law, can be derived directly from the Quran. Yet the concept of jus¬ 
tice itself cannot be defined by reference to the Quran alone. Justice in¬ 
cludes a conception of humanity, of what it means to be human, and of 
what rights humans enjoy. This conception must accord with religion, but 
it cannot be defined on the basis of the religious texts alone: “we do not 
draw [our conception of] justice from religion, but rather we accept reli¬ 
gion because it is just.” 41 The relationship between religion and justice can 
be understood only by entering into a theological debate that makes use of, 
for example, the combined terms of philosophical, metaphysical, political, 
and religious discourse. 42 This debate would reveal that humans, by virtue 
of their humanity, enjoy certain rights that are not defined in the core reli¬ 
gious texts. A religious state that reduces its notion of justice to the imple¬ 
mentation of fiqh jeopardizes these extrareligious rights. 43 

Beyond the right to govern, there is the question of the values embodied 
in and the methods employed by government. Soroush argues that a reli¬ 
gious government must embody religious values yet necessarily must use 
methods developed outside of religion to protect these values. 44 There are 
no specifically religious methods of governance. A government ruling on 
the basis of fiqh alone not only reduces the range of human rights but also 
lacks sufficient methodological tools for governance. Soroush holds that 
religion does not offer a plan for government, and any attempts to derive 
such a plan from religion are wasted. 

Bereft of any blueprint for government, Islam at best contains certain 
legal commandments. 45 These commandments, interpreted through fiqh, 
can only respond to a limited range of legal issues. The rational adminis¬ 
tration of modern society requires more than a highly developed code of 
religious law. Modern methods of government should be derived instead 
from the modern sciences—for example, economics, sociology, and public 
administration. 46 These methods must not violate religious values, but 
they cannot be derived from religion itself. 

Soroush does not exclude the possibility of a religious leader—for exam¬ 
ple, a faqih—in government, although he maintains that this leader, like 
all political officials, must be subject to criticism and removal by the people. 
His primary concern lies with the reduction of government to the imple¬ 
mentation of fiqh. As a governmental head, the faqih is responsible for 
leading the state. The issue of leadership is distinct from that of adminis¬ 
tration. 47 A faqih, as the lone head of state, may lead the state successfully. 
Yet the state cannot be administered by fiqh alone. Moreover, a state re¬ 
duced to fiqh is essentially an ideological state, for in order to legitimize its 
emphasis on fiqh and the exclusion of other aspects of religion, the state 
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requires an interpretation of religion that accords primary importance to 
fiqh. 48 This interpretation must be both final and official and hence de¬ 
mands the creation of a class of state-allied ideologues. The result is the es¬ 
tablishment of an ideological government that blocks the growth of reli¬ 
gious knowledge by limiting religion to an ideological notion of fiqh. 

This rejection of a government based on fiqh does not amount to a de¬ 
nial of the doctrine of vilayat-i faqih, the guardianship of the jurisconsult, 
which forms the theoretical basis of the Islamic Republic, calling for lead¬ 
ership by the faqih. According to Soroush, vilayat-i faqih as a political 
theory cannot be derived from fiqh. The theory is based on a consideration 
of the historical and theological importance of the imamate ( imamat ) and 
prophecy (nubuvvat), and the faqih’s relationship to these two. This consid¬ 
eration, then, falls outside the field of fiqh, which is restricted to legal issues 
alone: “the debate concerning it [vilayat-i faqih] is outside the scope of fiqh, 
because the questions of prophecy and Imamate are theological (kalami), 
not jurisprudential (fiqhi ), ones. Therefore the theory of “vilayat-i faqih" as 
a theory of governance must be debated in the realm of theology, prior to 
jurisprudence." 49 

Islam and Democracy 

Soroush’s criticisms of Islamic ideology and his discussion of religious 
government reject the use of any religious interpretation as a governing 
platform. Rather than legitimize a government, Islamic ideology perverts 
religion and stunts the development of religious knowledge. Instead of de¬ 
fending religious rights and implementing religious justice, a religious gov¬ 
ernment founded on fiqh alone compromises a Muslim’s extrareligious 
rights and lacks the depth to govern properly. Yet Soroush sees a place for 
Islam in politics. He argues that the only form of religious government that 
does not transform religion into an ideology or obstruct the growth of reli¬ 
gious knowledge is a democratic one. Soroush does not identify democracy 
with a particular Western culture as a foreign force to be resisted. He con¬ 
siders democracy a form of government that is compatible with multiple 
political cultures, including Islamic ones. 50 

Soroush maintains that a government in a religious society may claim 
legitimacy either on the basis of an interpretation of Islam or through rep¬ 
resentation of the popular will. The first leads to the reduction of Islam to 
an ideology; the second bypasses this problem and leads to democracy. If a 
government in a religious society reflects public opinion, then it necessarily 
will be a religious government. Citizens in such a society are concerned 
that their government not violate or offend their religious sentiments. A 
democratically elected government in a religious society cannot be an ir¬ 
religious government, for irreligious sentiments do not characterize this 
society. 

For a government to be both religious and democratic, according to 
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Soroush, it must protect the sanctity of religion and the rights of human 
beings. 51 Yet in defending the sanctity of religion the government must 
not value a particular conception of religion over human rights. A govern¬ 
ment that rules by one official interpretation of religion, and demands that 
its citizens live according to this interpretation, sacrifices human rights for 
ideological purity. 52 The guiding criteria for governance instead must be 
human rights. 53 Soroush maintains that a religious society embraces reli¬ 
gion in large part because it accords with the society’s general sense of jus¬ 
tice. Today this sense includes respect for human rights. If a government 
defends human rights, it also defends religion, as a just understanding of 
religion incorporates human rights: “observance of human rights . . . 
not only guarantees a government’s democratic, but also its religious, 
nature.” 54 

A government based on the will of the people does not derive its legiti¬ 
macy from an Islamic ideology. It retains legitimacy so long as it rules in 
accordance with the desires of its citizens. A religious democratic govern¬ 
ment loses legitimacy when its actions not only oppose public will but vio¬ 
late the public’s sense of religion. In a religious society, a commonly held 
understanding of religion provides an outer limit on acceptable public ac¬ 
tions. 5 5 This understanding must be allowed to grow over time, in order for 
it to reflect society’s changing needs and beliefs. 56 Unlike an ideological 
government, a democratic government is rooted in this public understand¬ 
ing and hence does not block the growth of religious understanding and 
knowledge. A democratic government, as opposed to one reduced to fiqh, 
does not follow a strict implementation of religious laws. Instead, religious 
laws, as they appear in the core religious texts, are interpreted and ex¬ 
panded upon, using the tools of religious and nonreligious branches of 
knowledge. 5 7 These laws must accord with society’s general, yet changing, 
understanding of religion. Soroush argues that today this understanding 
includes a notion of human rights that demands individuals be free to 
choose their own form of government. 58 Any religious government that 
rules without societal consent, or restricts this right, abrogates this concep¬ 
tion of justice and sacrifices its legitimacy. 

Democracy is both a value system and a method of governance. As a 
value system, it respects human rights, the public’s right to elect their lead¬ 
ers and hold them accountable, and the defense of the public’s notion of 
justice. As a method of governance, democracy includes the traditional no¬ 
tions of separation of powers, free elections, free and independent press, 
freedom of expression, freedom of political assembly, multiple political par¬ 
ties, and restrictions on executive power. Soroush argues that no govern¬ 
ment official may stand above criticism and that all must be accountable to 
the public. Accountability reduces the potential for corruption and allows 
the public to remove, or restrict the power of, incompetent officials. Democ¬ 
racy is, in effect, a method for “rationalizing” politics. 59 

The danger for a religious society is not the establishment of democratic 
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government, as this would only preserve religion’s role in government. It is 
instead that this society, for whatever reasons, loses its concern with reli¬ 
gion, both at the individual and public level. No form of government is ca¬ 
pable of forcibly making a people religious; this is something individuals 
choose for themselves. 60 In an increasingly secularized, irreligious society, 
a government that consistently applies the principles of fiqh would no 
more protect the role of religion than would a democratically elected, irre¬ 
ligious government. Such a society has lost the internal concern with reli¬ 
gion necessary for maintaining a religious government. A religious gov¬ 
ernment can only remain so if its citizens maintain their faith; 

[In] a religious society and a religious government, everything, in¬ 
cluding its government and law, rests on the believers’ faith, and if 
this faith crumbles or changes, [the society’s] government and reli¬ 
gious law will be no different than in secular civil and legal systems. 
Islamic fiqh also may be implemented in a faithless and secular soci¬ 
ety with [some] profit. But both the practical success of Islamic fiqh 
and its existence and attractiveness are wound together in the faith 
and belief of the faithful. 61 

Soroush’s conception of Islam and democracy has met with much criti¬ 
cism in Iran, both from members of the ulama (religious officials) and from 
lay religious intellectuals. 62 Some have argued that Soroush has a poor 
understanding of both Islam and democracy, for otherwise he would not 
attempt to reconcile the two. One critic, Hamid Payidar, maintains that 
democracy is inseparable from liberalism and secularism and hence funda¬ 
mentally incompatible with Islam. He holds that as Islam distinguishes be¬ 
tween the rights of Muslims and non-Muslims, any government that de¬ 
fends equal human rights is non-Islamic. In a democratic state, religion is 
no longer the basis of government and, he argues, this will lead to the dis¬ 
appearance of religion from public affairs. This in turn causes citizens in 
this democratic state to forget their religious heritage and treat religion as 
an obsolete relic. Finally, he laments that Soroush, by virtue of his large fol¬ 
lowing among the country’s youth, undermines the future generation’s 
faith in Islam as a capable political force. 63 

Soroush’s response to this criticism provides additional insight into his 
argument. He argues that the claim that Islam and democracy are totally 
incompatible confuses the interpretation of Islam with Islam itself. This po¬ 
sition, according to Soroush, ignores the outside presuppositions that in¬ 
fluence one’s understanding of Islam. Inseparable from any religious un¬ 
derstanding, these presuppositions ensure that the human interpretation 
of religion always differs from the religion itself. It is not Islam, then, but 
this critic’s interpretation of Islam that is opposed to democracy—just as 
Soroush’s interpretation supports democracy. 

The question of equal rights for Muslims and non-Muslims in a Muslim 
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society highlights this divergence between Soroush and his critic. Payidar 
argues that equality of rights among these two groups is forbidden in 
Islam (according to his interpretation). Soroush, in addition to his previous 
argument that human rights cannot be restricted to religiously derived 
rights alone, maintains that this approach to the question of Muslim and 
non-Muslim rights is flawed. He argues that in a democratic state, neither 
Muslims nor non-Muslims derive their human rights from their faith. For 
both, these rights are a product of their membership within the larger 
group of humanity. Since for Soroush faith is not the basis of rights, a non- 
Muslim is not required to renounce his or her faith in order to enjoy equal 
human rights in a Muslim society. Nor are Muslims required to renounce 
their faith in Islam as the one, true religion in order to accept equal rights 
for non-Muslims. 64 

At a different level, many critics have questioned Soroush's approach 
toward reconciling his understanding of Islam with democracy. They 
argue that Soroush overemphasizes the role of social consciousness 65 in 
determining political structures and pays too little attention to the institu¬ 
tional bases of a potential “religious democratic state.” According to these 
critics, a publicly held understanding of Islam alone cannot provide the 
basis for a religious government. They argue that it must be founded on 
concrete religious institutions. 66 

The same critics also maintain that Soroush’s position is neither theo¬ 
retically sound nor historically accurate. It is theoretically weak because it 
does not present an institutional mechanism capable of translating public 
beliefs into political structures; rather it relies on the mere presence of 
these public beliefs alone. Moreover, it assumes both that this social con¬ 
sciousness is unified and that it will maintain its unity over time. 67 From a 
historical perspective, these critics argue that there are many religious so¬ 
cieties in the contemporary world but no religious democratic states. The 
absence of democratic governments within Muslim societies suggests ei¬ 
ther that a social religious consciousness is an insufficient guarantor of 
democracy or that these societies are only superficially religious. 68 

These critics also reject Soroush's claim that modern conceptions of 
justice entail a notion of human rights with which religious understand¬ 
ings should and can conform. Instead they argue that today many reli¬ 
gious societies—including Iran—do not espouse a general religious under¬ 
standing that accepts these human rights. 69 In a modern religious society, 
then, publicly held religious values may prevent, rather than support, the 
establishment of a democratic state. These critics seek a response from 
Soroush that details, methodologically and institutionally, the way in 
which a religious democracy is established and maintained in a modern re¬ 
ligious society. 70 

These criticisms challenge Soroush on a wide range of theoretical and 
historical issues. His critics point rightly to the absence within his frame¬ 
work of a developed institutional schema for a religious democracy. Given 
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Soroush’s approach, this is a necessary absence. He argues that no under¬ 
standing of Islam can offer a detailed and effective blueprint for the foun¬ 
dation and administration of any form of religious government, democ¬ 
racy included. 71 It is wrong, he maintains, to judge the religious nature of 
a state based on the degree to which its institutions reflect some aspect of 
religion. The institutional role for religion in government is at best limited 
to the establishment of a legal code that incorporates, and is congruent 
with, fiqh. 72 Outside this restricted legal capacity of fiqh, according to 
Soroush, there is no way to institute religion in government. It is not insti¬ 
tutions but society that provides the religious foundation for the political 
system in Soroush’s thought. A religious society’s social consciousness will 
lend a “religious coloring” to all political affairs. 

For Soroush’s argument to be valid, it would have to explain the ab¬ 
sence of democratic regimes in modern religious societies. Many of his 
critics have argued that, on the basis of Soroush’s argument, pre-revolu¬ 
tionary Iranian (pre-1979) society was an irreligious one, for it lived under 
a monarchical, rather than a religious, government. 73 Moreover, if this so¬ 
ciety was irreligious, then it would have been incapable of launching an Is¬ 
lamic revolution against the monarchy. Hence Soroush must either deny 
the religious character of prerevolutionary Iran—in the face of strong evi¬ 
dence to the contrary—or posit some arbitrary date at which the society 
passed from an irreligious to a religious phase. 

Soroush’s position on this can be read in either one of two ways. One 
reading can be taken from his frequent statements that “a religious society 
cannot have anything but a democratic government.” This reading re¬ 
quires Soroush to label the majority of present-day religious societies that 
live under nondemocratic regimes as irreligious. The second reading re¬ 
quires attention to his qualifying statements, where he admits that non¬ 
democratic regimes may govern in a religious society, albeit through the 
use of force and without proper societal consent. 74 

Soroush also distinguishes between two types of religious societies. 75 
The first is a society that is only superficially religious and does not possess 
a highly developed public religious consciousness. This society is superfi¬ 
cially religious in that its members only abide by their religious duties (i.e., 
prayer or fasting) without demonstrating a deep concern about the role of 
religion in their lives. Soroush does not deny the importance of religious 
duties but argues that, while anyone is capable of praying or fasting, these 
outward signs of faith do not reveal the depth of a person’s inner faith. One 
may pray out of habit or obligation and not out of faith and love of God; so 
too with fasting. 

In a truly religious society, according to Soroush, members observe 
these obligations with sincerity and are deeply concerned with maintain¬ 
ing the role of religion in their private and public lives. 76 On the basis of 
this distinction, Soroush argues that prerevolutionary Iran was, until a 
certain time, only superficially religious. 77 Iranians observed their reli- 
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gious obligations but lacked the deep faith that would provide the basis for 
a motivating, public religious consciousness. As the revolution demon¬ 
strated, this faith grew over time, marked by the emergence of both lay and 
clerical religious thinkers who prompted society to recognize its superfici¬ 
ality and rediscover its faith . 78 

The task for Soroush then is to describe precisely what constitutes a “re¬ 
ligious society," beyond the rather vague statement that it reflects a power¬ 
ful concern to maintain a public role for religion. One major feature of a re¬ 
ligious society has already been mentioned—that it is a society in which no 
one understanding of religion prevails but multiple understandings coex¬ 
ist. A better understanding of Soroush's notion of a religious society and 
its religious consciousness, and the relationship of this notion to democ¬ 
racy, requires attention to his analysis of the clerical establishment This 
establishment undoubtedly plays a pivotal role in influencing the public’s 
religious beliefs and hence in determining the role of religion in public 
affairs. 


The Clerical Establishment 

Soroush’s concern that no religious interpretation claim final status led 
him to dismiss Islamic ideology, and any government founded on it. In dis¬ 
cussing the problems of an ideological state, he referred to the negative im¬ 
pact of state-allied religious ideologues on the growth of religious knowl¬ 
edge. While this was a theoretical discussion of an ideological state in 
general, Soroush raises similar reservations about the role of the clerical 
establishment in contemporary Iran. He argues that the clergy and the 
centers of power are related in a way that prohibits the proper develop¬ 
ment of religious knowledge. In addition to this relationship, there are 
structural problems associated with the clerical establishment itself. Until 
these are recognized and reformed, neither religious knowledge nor public 
religious consciousness can evolve in the manner Soroush envisions. 

Soroush argues that if religious knowledge is to evolve properly, the sem¬ 
inaries should meet certain conditions. Analysis of traditional religious 
texts based on the methods and findings of contemporary natural and 
philosophical sciences should be encouraged. Seminary students should be 
free to raise deep and wide-ranging questions about these texts. Above all, 
religion should not be confused with religious knowledge, and the respect 
and sanctity of the former should not be bestowed on the latter. The human 
nature of religious knowledge must be stressed, and students and teachers 
alike should set no boundaries in the study of this knowledge . 79 

Soroush acknowledges that this description reflects the ideal and that 
reality reveals another story. Indeed, the distinction between religion and 
religious knowledge is not stressed properly in the seminaries. Criticism of 
the classic Shii texts, produced by religious scholars over the ages, is inter- 
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preted as an attack on the fundamentals of religion itself. Seminary stu¬ 
dents hold back their questions regarding these texts for fear that they will 
be interpreted as lapses in faith. Soroush holds that while the boundary 
separating the core religious texts—the Quran, the hadith and the teach¬ 
ings of the imams—from questions of fallibility is maintained, it also un¬ 
necessarily extends to the teachings of select esteemed yet nevertheless fal¬ 
lible religious scholars. He identifies one reason for this gap between ideal 
and actual conditions as the failure among both seminary students and 
teachers to distinguish between religious knowledge and religion itself. 
This results in the elevation of certain esteemed scholarly religious texts to 
the same epistemological status as the core religious texts, entirely remov¬ 
ing the former from the realm of criticism . 80 

These criticisms of the clerical establishment have earned Soroush a 
good deal of opposition, part of which can be attributed to the establish¬ 
ment’s natural resistance to change. Reinforced by centuries of custom 
and tradition, the Iranian clerical establishment contains considerable 
organizational inertia. And when the call for change comes from the 
outside—for, regardless of Soroush’s revolutionary or religious credentials, 
he is not a member of the ulama—organizational interests demand greater 
internal solidarity in response to the perceived external threat. 

Yet the opposition to Soroush runs far deeper than mere organizational 
inertia. In fact, his criticisms of the seminary method of instruction carry 
profound political import. By arguing that religious knowledge is one 
branch of human knowledge and is not divine by virtue of its subject mat¬ 
ter, Soroush denies any group the possibility of advancing one understand¬ 
ing of religion as the truth. And by calling for the use of a variety of meth¬ 
ods in the study of religion, he undermines any one group’s monopoly on 
religious studies. This dual criticism considerably weakens the power of 
both the seminary and the clerical establishment. The latter is no longer 
custodian of religious truth, and the former is no longer the sole method 
for arriving at this truth. The seminary becomes one among many centers 
for religious instruction, and the clerical establishment one among many 
groups of religious interpreters. The political consequence of this is that 
the clerical establishment, no longer the guardian of the truth, cannot jus¬ 
tify a special role for itself in the political system. If religious knowledge is 
fluid and not the sole property of any one group, then it cannot function as 
a criterion for privileging one group over another in political affairs. Mem¬ 
bers of the clerical establishment then enter the political arena on a level 
playing field as lay members of society—and their political worth must be 
judged on their ability to carry out specific political tasks, not their posses¬ 
sion of a qualitatively distinct form of religious knowledge. 

Soroush’s critiques also threaten the internal solidarity of the clerical 
establishment. In arguing that all religious theories should be questioned, 
he is concerned that no theory assume an extrahuman, divine status. 
A consequence of opening up all theories to criticism is the weakening 
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of the socializing process within the seminaries. The seminaries follow a 
prescribed course of teaching, with prescribed texts, questions, and stages. 
These accepted methods, established over centuries of practice, constitute 
a key feature of the clerical identity. Any serious change in this course of 
teaching—either substantive or methodological—will result in a change in 
the socialization process of seminary students. A wider range of critical 
thinking, extending to fundamental reconsideration of pivotal texts or 
methods, would weaken internal clerical solidarity and cohesion. This 
would not only challenge the established notions of clerical identity but 
also weaken the establishment’s ability to advance and defend certain com¬ 
mon interests. If the clerical establishment is unable to maintain a domi¬ 
nant identity, it also will be unable to agree on where its group interests lie 
and how best to defend them against rival groups. Taken together, then, 
Soroush's criticisms so far provide a powerful challenge to the internal 
structure of the clerical establishment. 

Beyond these internal criticisms lie deeper ones associated with the 
clerical establishment and seminary's role in Iranian society and govern¬ 
ment. The Islamic Republic is by definition a religious government, and “a 
necessity of a religious government is the empowerment of the clergy and 
the seminaries .” 81 The clergy, who play a central role in government, are 
trained solely in the seminaries. The seminaries enjoy a special link to the 
government, one that, Soroush argues, restricts the range of academic in¬ 
quiry in the seminary. Indeed, rather than provide a forum for the open 
criticism of religious knowledge and theories, the seminary reaffirms the 
ruling religious theories, according to Soroush. The need to encourage a 
rational intellectual climate is replaced with the need to teach in accor¬ 
dance with the ruling dogma. The seminary becomes the “ideologue and 
apologist for power,” relinquishing its role as critic and teacher: 

[Rjather than guiding and criticizing the ruler, [the seminaries] will 
offer opinions and issue fatwas that meet [the rulers’] tastes, or they 
will close the door to debate concerning various theoretical issues. 

If in the seminaries, for example, the right to discuss the issue of 
vilayat-i faqih is not exercised, and opposing and supporting opinions 
are not freely exchanged, this is an indicator of a problem that must 
be removed . 82 

The seminary’s social role also undermines its academic integrity and 
independence. In addition to its academic responsibilities, the seminary 
also trains students to provide moral education for the public. Soroush ar¬ 
gues that in providing public guidance, preachers are often more con¬ 
cerned with maintaining popularity and expanding their audiences than 
in preserving their academic integrity. The result is that the integrity of re¬ 
ligious knowledge is compromised by the need to popularize it. Any aca¬ 
demic institution that assumes the task of public guidance faces this prob- 
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lem. The seminary must regulate its members and ensure that they do not 
vulgarize religion by introducing into sermons arguments that, while 
popular, are not based on a careful study of religious texts . 83 

The social role of preachers reveals a problem that is endemic to the cler¬ 
ical establishment itself. Soroush argues that the defining characteristic of 
this establishment is not the study of religion or the role of public moral 
guide or the attachment to political power. It is, rather, the derivation of in¬ 
come, or social or political status, from some form of religious activity— 
principally, academic teaching or preaching . 84 This relationship between 
religious activity—of any sort—and the means of one’s livelihood is for 
Soroush the most pervasive problem facing the clerical establishment. 

In accruing income (or status) through some form of religious activity, 
a person may compromise the integrity of religion in order to maximize his 
or her income . 85 The example of the preacher who popularizes religion in 
order to attain a wider audience, is applicable here as well, although it is 
not income that is sought but social status. This is not a problem encoun¬ 
tered by the clerical establishment alone, according to Soroush. In any 
field, one may have the opportunity to advance one’s livelihood through 
compromising the integrity of one’s profession. Undoubtedly the establish¬ 
ment possesses methods for determining and maintaining a certain level of 
professional capability and integrity. For example, through required train¬ 
ing and examinations the clerical establishment can set a professional 
standard for its members . 86 

Soroush maintains that while regulation limits the potential for corrup¬ 
tion, it cannot remove it altogether. He particularly identifies those indi¬ 
viduals who, having received their religious education, base their liveli¬ 
hood on the cultivation and defense of a particular notion of Islam as 
representing the greatest potential for corruption . 87 Their livelihood de¬ 
pends on the successful advancement of this religious interpretation, and 
to maximize the former they may compromise the latter. Soroush argues 
that even the existence of a reduced level of possible corruption should not 
be tolerated, for this corruption does not compromise only a professional 
ethic or standard; it also jeopardizes the integrity and sanctity of religion. 
To protect the purity of religion, the income incentive must be excised en¬ 
tirely from the clerical establishment. Religion must be removed wholly 
from the income/status equation: "religion must [exist] for religion's sake, 
not [for] financial income, political power, or social status/esteem .” 88 This 
requires, in effect, the dissolution of the clerical establishment, for, in 
Soroush’s view, only those individuals should pursue religious activity who 
do not aim to base their livelihood on this activity. The material needs of 
these individuals must be met from another source independent of reli¬ 
gious activity before this activity is undertaken . 89 

By rejecting the existence of a class of individuals deriving income 
through religious activity and arguing instead for the replacement of this 
class with self-funded individuals, Soroush severely limits the potential size 
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of the clerical establishment. In fact, as an establishment it will no longer 
exist: “In this way an academic society of religious scholars will come 
about but not a clerical guild .” 90 According to Soroush, what is lost in size 
is made up for in quality: now those individuals engaged in religious ac¬ 
tivity are not motivated by personal gain but by a sincere desire to under¬ 
stand religion better and to cultivate this understanding among the pub¬ 
lic . 91 Soroush cites the prophet and the imams as examples of such sincere 
individuals. He recognizes that contemporary scholars and religious ac¬ 
tivists cannot duplicate the success and depth of understanding of the 
prophet and the imams but suggests that they should follow their example 
and seek religion only for its own sake and not for self-aggrandizement . 92 
Soroush admits that this is a long-term goal, the first step of which is the 
realization of the problematic effects of the relationship between income 
and religious activity. This must be followed by gradual reforms toward the 
ultimate ends envisioned. 

Soroush does not consider the clergy active agents in the problems out¬ 
lined here. Instead, he sees these problems as an unintended but unavoid¬ 
able consequence of the clerical establishment’s structure: “In other words, 
the discussion is not about ill intention or ill behavior on behalf of the clergy. 
It is about a foundation that grew wrongly. . . . Freedom should not be 
sold at any price and the institutionalization [professionalization] of reli¬ 
gious science, has as its first sacrifice the freedom of religious scholars .” 93 

These structural criticisms constitute a serious challenge to the Iranian 
clerical establishment. By calling for a divorce of religious activity from 
any form of power—financial, political, or social—Soroush undermines 
the institutional linkages among the clerical establishment, the seminary, 
and the Iranian state. Yet, as Soroush’s critics have asked, how can a gov¬ 
ernment in a religious society be religious, in the absence of direct clerical 
involvement for the purpose of guarding and maintaining religious princi¬ 
ples? Soroush’s answer lies in part in the “society of religious scholars” 
that will replace the clerical guild and their relation to the public religious 
consciousness. 

In his comments on the role of the Catholic Church in Europe, Soroush 
has provided an implicit example for the Iranian clerical establishment. 
The latter is well aware that one of the main features of modern Western 
society is the foundation of secular nation-states and the weakening of 
Church power within these states. Wishing neither to sacrifice their social 
and political influence nor to watch the religious bases of society give way 
to secularism, members of the Iranian clerical establishment recognize the 
need to avoid the Catholic Church’s experience. Yet if one links Soroush's 
discussion of the Western experience with his criticisms of the clerical es¬ 
tablishment in Iran, it appears that the latter may—unknowingly and defi¬ 
nitely unwillingly—go the way of their Western counterparts. 

Soroush argues that the Western reaction to the power of the Church 
and the public role of religion was not necessarily an attack on religion it- 
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self but, rather, a response to forces that used religion to prevent social, in¬ 
tellectual, and political change . 94 Had the Catholic Church not clung 
so steadfastly to a particularly notion of religion, and had it allowed for 
change, then the lay reaction against the Church and religion would not 
have been so strong . 95 

The implicit lesson for the Iranian clerical establishment is clear: rather 
than resist change at all costs (in order to maintain one vision of Islam), 
welcome and embrace change. The clerical establishment in Iran can avoid 
the fate of the Catholic Church in Europe only by allowing religious inter¬ 
pretations and theories to be reconciled with other branches of human 
knowledge. Likewise, the establishment must recognize that the best way 
to maintain a society's faith is not from above, through the imposition of a 
religiously derived notion of government, but from below, through the 
continuous process of religious reinterpretation. Soroush’s “society of reli¬ 
gious scholars" plays an essential role in this process. 

In discussing the relationship between religion and democracy, Soroush 
has had to face the difficulty of relating his concept of social religious con¬ 
sciousness to practical political affairs. His critics have sought an explana¬ 
tion for how this social consciousness will guard against the secularization 
of society without religious institutions charged with precisely this task. 
Soroush’s insistence that a government cannot guarantee the religious na¬ 
ture of society but rather that society determines the nature of govern¬ 
ment places a heavy burden on the role of social consciousness. 

One method for strengthening this consciousness, he argues, is through 
allowing and promoting change in religious knowledge. This requires deny¬ 
ing any one group a monopoly on religious knowledge and any theory a 
privileged status. Beyond these negative injunctions, there is also the need 
for positive growth in religious interpretations. The “society of religious 
scholars” plays a central role in stimulating this growth. According to 
Soroush, these individuals engage in religious activity solely out of a sincere 
motivation to understand religion and to spread this understanding. He 
identifies individuals such as Ali Shariati, Mehdi Bazargan, Ayatollah 
Khomeini, and Ayatollah Mutahhari as representative of this type of reli¬ 
gious activist. These activists offer their notion of Islam not as a model to be 
copied but as an interpretation to be studied, debated, added to, and. re¬ 
formed. Soroush maintains that the free and lively interaction of these in¬ 
terpretations is an essential guarantor of a society's continued religious 
consciousness. This consciousness, so powerfully informed by these chang¬ 
ing interpretations, will demand that politics remain congruent with reli¬ 
gious values. 

For Soroush, the establishment of a democratic government and the re¬ 
form of the clerical establishment are necessary, but not sufficient, condi¬ 
tions for the promotion of an atmosphere conducive to the growth of reli¬ 
gious knowledge. He also argues that crosscultural interaction plays an 
important and necessary role toward this end. In defending the need for 
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this interaction, he calls for greater dialogue between Iranian and Western 
cultures. 


Relations with the West 

Perhaps no other issue provokes such polarized reactions, both in Iran and 
abroad, as that of Iranian-Western relations. Within the Western world 
there are those who predict a “clash of civilizations” with Islam and implic¬ 
itly with Iran, which is seen as being at the forefront of the anti-Western 
battle. In Iran there is an equally heated concern over a Western “cultural 
invasion” ( tahajum-i farhangi) that allegedly threatens to undermine the 
Iranian Islamic cultural identity. Between these two camps, those who call 
for a rational dialogue between the two sides run the risk of being labeled 
Islamic apologists or supporters of Western imperialism. Despite the in¬ 
creasingly polarized language of this debate, there is both the room and 
the necessity for constructive dialogue between Iranian and Western 
cultures. Soroush's position provides one way of conceptualizing this 
dialogue. 

Soroush’s argument that the religious sciences can grow only when 
engaged in an “intimate dialogue” with the nonreligious sciences pro¬ 
vides the foundation for intercultural dialogue. The human sciences— 
understood in the most comprehensive way as including all the natural 
and social sciences—are not restricted by national boundaries. 96 Ad¬ 
vancements made in one country must transcend their country of origin 
in order to influence the greater body of international scholarly thought; 
correspondingly, these advancements can only be made through an inter¬ 
action with this wider scholarly community. The religious sciences in Iran, 
for example, can develop only when engaged in crosscultural scholarly in¬ 
teraction with other sciences. 

Soroush defended this position during his time as a member of the Com¬ 
mittee of the Cultural Revolution in Iran. 97 After the 1979 revolution in 
Iran there was a strong backlash against what was considered Western in¬ 
fluences on the human sciences. Many argued that the Iranian higher edu¬ 
cational system should be purged of these influences and that the subject 
matter and methodology of the system should be Islamicized. Soroush 
warned that this kind of thinking jeopardizes the growth of knowledge 
and aims at an impossible task. It is impossible, he argued, to replace the 
social sciences (which were at the forefront of the anti-Western attack) 
with Islamicized versions of them. The study of Islam is distinct from that 
of other fields, and the religious sciences are incapable of replacing the 
social sciences (the reverse is true as well). 98 Soroush argued that the 
emphasis should be not on the unification ( ittihad) of the religious and 
nonreligious sciences (in order to Islamicize the latter) but rather on the 
interaction ( irtibat ) among these various fields. 99 By focusing on the links 
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between religious and nonreiigious knowledge, the universities can pro¬ 
vide students with the necessary Islamic environment of learning. 100 
Soroush argued finally that it is both possible and necessary to borrow se¬ 
lectively from the West, without succumbing to a wholesale copying of 
Western culture. 101 This last point allowed him to extend his argument to 
larger issues of Iranian-Western interaction. 

The catchword for anti-Western sentiments in Iran is gharbzadagi, 
“weststruckness.” 102 Soroush’s defense of intercultural relations comes 
partly in response to this concept. Soroush discerns two main themes in 
gharbzadagi arguments. The first regards any borrowing from the West as 
blind imitation and calls for a return to tradition. 103 Soroush rejects this 
position on the basis that it treats the West as an unified entity, such that 
the appropriation of anything Western is equated with the copying of the 
West as an entirety. For Soroush, the West is not a single entity but rather a 
compilation of diverse peoples, each with their own equally diverse cul¬ 
tures. 104 It is impossible to copy the West as a whole, because the “West” 
as a whole exists only as a fiction. Soroush promotes the selective accept¬ 
ance of worthy Western achievements and the rejection of aspects of the 
West that do not merit borrowing. 105 

The second theme argues that Western dominance in all areas— 
cultural, political, and economic—is a constitutive feature of modernity. 
The West has arrived, and neither Iran nor any developing nation can re¬ 
sist its domination. 106 Gharbzadagi here is the recognition of and submis¬ 
sion to this unfortunate historical reality. Soroush argues that this position 
suffers from a poor reading of history. It assumes the existence of an irre¬ 
sistible historical force that has placed the West in a dominant and Iran in 
a subservient position. It also suggests that, just as Western culture has 
fully arrived and proven its hegemony, so too has Iranian culture fully de¬ 
veloped and proven its weakness. Soroush, on the other hand, maintains 
that no culture ever fully arrives but that all cultures change over time. To 
accept the principle of historical inevitability demands, in this case, the de¬ 
nial of the possibility of cultural change, and this possibility is a center- 
piece of Soroush’s argument. 

In analyzing intercultural relations, Soroush calls for a move beyond la¬ 
bels such as gharbzadagi. He argues that selective borrowing from Western 
culture can benefit Iranian culture, provided that this borrowing is the re¬ 
sult of free choice. 107 The only way for Iranian culture to grow is for it to 
open itself up to other cultures, to interact critically and freely with devel¬ 
opments from outside of Iran. Selective, freely chosen interaction with the 
West does not amount to blind imitation of the West, which is the true 
meaning of gharbzadagi, according to Soroush. 108 Yet to emphasize Iran’s 
pre-Islamic or Islamic identity and to exclude any Western influences, is 
just as dangerous as gharbzadagi. 109 Excessive nationalism or excessive re¬ 
ligious puritanism threatens the rational climate necessary for cultural in¬ 
teraction and growth. 110 
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Soroush's discussion of selective interaction applies also to the process 
of development. Modernity, like the West, should not be regarded as a uni¬ 
fied phenomenon. 111 To recognize the diversity of experience within mo¬ 
dernity is to allow for the potential to appropriate the lessons of some, but 
not all, of these experiences. Soroush dismisses the claim that there is only 
one path to development, which leads ultimately to a replication of a West¬ 
ernized notion of modernity. He insists that aspects of modernity are com¬ 
patible with a variety of cultures and that developing nations may appro¬ 
priate these aspects and shape them to meet their own needs without 
falling victim to an inevitable process of Westernization. 112 Soroush nei¬ 
ther denies the difficulty developing nations face in balancing cultural 
identity with development nor considers this difficulty insuperable. He sug¬ 
gests that among the first steps of overcoming this problem is for members 
of developing nations to avoid general, nondescriptive, dogmatic labels and 
to interact rationally, selectively, and consciously with foreign cultures and 
concepts. 113 


Conclusion: Soroush and New 
Trends in Critical Discourse 

Soroush’s arguments have earned him a substantial opposition, the most 
notable and active of which are the student group Ansar-i hizbullah (Sup¬ 
porters of the Party of God). According to this group, Soroush, among 
other crimes, undermines the religious faith of Iran’s youth, promotes 
secularism, opposes vilayat-i faqih, is a liberal, questions several undis¬ 
puted aspects of Islam, and is in league with the West. On numerous occa¬ 
sions in early 1996 the Ansar physically disrupted Soroush’s university lec¬ 
tures in Iran with actions at times leading to attacks on both Soroush and 
his audience. These attacks, together with repeated threats on his life, led 
him to address a letter demanding guarantees of safety to then president 
Rafsanjani. No such guarantee was made, and violent disruptions of 
Soroush’s public activities continued. After a particularly dramatic con¬ 
frontation at Amir Kabir University in Tehran in May 1996, 114 Soroush left 
Iran for a period of eleven months, during which he engaged in a number 
of academic conferences in Europe and North America. Shortly after his 
return, his passport was confiscated and held for several months before he 
was allowed to resume travel. Since then he has continued to endure physi¬ 
cal opposition from the Ansar, as well as constant criticism in their own 
and allied publications. 

The new critical space inaugurated by President Khatami’s election has 
allowed Soroush to respond forcefully and explicitly to his detractors. 
Soroush has emerged as a strong critic of social violence, lamenting pub¬ 
licly over the failure of the Islamic Republic’s security forces to protect the 
country’s cultural architects. 115 Soroush has also elaborated substantially 
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on the relationship of his thought to the course of political reform in Iran. 
The public availability of terms such as pluralism, democracy, civil society, 
and law, have granted him the opportunity to articulate his thoughts 
within these terms. The best example of Soroush’s position during this pe¬ 
riod are in a series of interviews published in the highly popular, yet now 
banned, daily paper Jameah . 116 In these interviews Soroush responds to his 
critics and spells out, in greater detail, the relationship between his own in¬ 
tellectual project and the direction of practical political change in Iran. The 
theme that emerges most strongly here is Soroush’s recasting of his work 
as a multipronged defense of pluralism. 117 

At the heart of Soroush’s project is the simple assertion that no reli¬ 
gious interpretation is ever final. Recently he has defined this as a pluralist 
argument against unified, nonchanging forms of thought. He presents 
his intellectual project as a defense of pluralism understood as the accept¬ 
ance, and coexistence, of multiple interpretations of religion, nature, and 
human experience. Soroush isolates several impediments to the growth of 
pluralism in Iran, some practical and some at the level of consciousness. 
He argues that Iran’s long history of authoritarian rule has reinforced a 
belief that political and intellectual order must come from a single source: 
for example, a specific political leader or class or a specific intellectual doc¬ 
trine. This political and intellectual dictatorship resists critique and pre¬ 
vents the emergence of the conditions necessary for plural interpretations 
of human experience. Such interpretations require both a free space for di¬ 
alogue and the practical instruments of constructing dialogue: for exam¬ 
ple, a free press as the guarantor of “multiple sources of information.” 

Beginning from an endorsement of pluralism, Soroush has moved on to 
champion legal accountability, a strong civil society, human rights, politi¬ 
cal parties, increased freedom, and democracy as necessary for Iran’s fu¬ 
ture. Establishment of these conditions will prevent any one theory of gov¬ 
ernment, ideological doctrine, or political class from restricting social and 
political space. Soroush’s defense of these reformist trends in Iran positions 
him in a particular relationship to “Islamic revivalism," understood as the 
reconciliation of Islam with the conditions of the modern Western world. 
Unlike his prerevolutionary predecessors, who sought Islamic methods of 
political rule, economic rationality, and social order, Soroush concentrates 
his efforts at the level of consciousness. Islamic revivalism, for Soroush, re¬ 
mains the continuous reinterpretation of the core religious texts, in har¬ 
mony with advancements in the natural and social sciences. Soroush con¬ 
tinues to offer no practical, organized structures for the manifestation of 
Islam in politics, economy, or society. He supports methods of governance, 
administration, and planning devoid of any religious content. He empha¬ 
sizes, instead, the strengthening of individual and social consciousness 
through the expansion of Islamic studies and of the mystical components 
of religion. 

Despite his recent adoption of a more secular language—the defense of 
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democracy, freedom and civil society—Soroush remains committed to an 
expressive style heavily dependent on religious and poetic metaphor. Re¬ 
peatedly he has admonished his fellow Iranian intellectuals to understand 
the deep religiosity of the Iranian people and to articulate their critiques 
through religion. In a religious society, according to Soroush, all reforms 
must operate through the language of religion. Hence even his recent arti¬ 
cles in the monthly journal Kiyan display a parallel structure of religious 
and mystical metaphor and modern secular terminology. What remains 
unclear is to what extent this style will continue to reflect the “deep reli¬ 
giosity” Soroush sees in the Iranian public. The new political space created 
by the election of President Khatami has opened the doors not only to a 
range of new terms but also to a second, important trend: the return of a 
technocratic elite and a technocratic language. The early years of the 
Islamic Republic witnessed an intense debate between forces supporting 
revolutionary faith (tahud) and those promoting practical expertise (takha- 
sus) in the administration of government. For many years the former 
group dominated, and major political, economic, educational, and social 
positions fell to the committed. In recent times technocrats (experts) have 
gained substantial ground as the terms of debate as well as the parcel¬ 
ling of office increasingly have turned to their favor. Iran’s continuous 
social, economic, cultural, and political differentiation—a process Soroush 
supports—may tend, in the long run, toward the increasing fragmentation 
of reformist discourse. Whereas in the past, Iranian intellectuals have been 
drawn from diverse disciplinary backgrounds and have blended multiple 
languages in their critiques, critique may devolve more in the future on the 
technocratic critic with his or her specialized language. What role intel¬ 
lectuals like Soroush—who speak across specialized divides and in an idio¬ 
syncratic, mixed, metaphoric language—may play in this possible era of 
technical expertise remains to be seen. Although Soroush continues to 
generate active opposition among members of the clergy and the Ansar, 
and his considerable following remains, in the newly expanded critical 
Iranian landscape he certainly occupies a smaller percentage of the rhe¬ 
torical space he once commanded. 

This raises a final question, concerning the relevance of Soroush's ex¬ 
pressive style and methodology to the establishment of a full range of criti¬ 
cal discourse in Iran. Despite the greater independence and legitimacy that 
terms such as civil society and democracy —terms generally understood as 
Western and secular in Iran—have gained recently, Soroush continues to 
debate these terms’ legitimacy in reference to religion. 118 Although these 
and like concepts undoubtedly cannot and should not remain uncontested, 
their continuous casting within the mold of religion by critics like Soroush 
may prevent the emergence of a full range of debate. As one voice among 
many, Soroush’s position most certainly contributes to freer and open de¬ 
bate. Yet his repeated warnings to his secular contemporaries—to promote 
reform through religion, based on the undeniable religiosity of the Iranian 
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people—demand that all political, social, and economic debate accommo¬ 
date, in the final instance, religious categories of thought. This accommo¬ 
dation sounds to some like a reduction to, rather than a reconciliation of, 
secular and religious thought. 119 Whether the new terms of discourse can 
achieve anything greater than a legitimacy contingent on accommodation 
within religious categories remains to be seen, not only in Soroush’s works 
but also in the audience to which he speaks. The outcome depends, no 
doubt, at least partially on the accuracy of Soroush’s conclusion that in 
Iran, in the final analysis, all reform must move through religion. 
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8 

ANWAR IBRAHIM 

Activist Moderate 


When Anwar Ibrahim organized a demonstration in Kuala Lumpur in 
1980, he and his supporters were called “Malaysia’s own Islamic zealots.” 1 
Other observers at the time identified the organization he led as one of the 
largest “fundamentalist” groups in the country. 2 Eighteen years later, 
when Anwar Ibrahim was tried in a highly visible court case on a variety of 
politically inspired charges, those charges did not include leading a reli¬ 
gious opposition movement. He had been serving as deputy prime minister 
of Malaysia. Analysts spoke of him as “an unabashed globalist well suited 
to the modern world of markets and media,” 3 and many spoke of him as a 
“liberal.” 4 Following his arrest, his supporters formed the Parti Keadilan 
Nasional (National Justice Party) under the leadership of his wife, Wan Az- 
izah Ismail, in what many people recognized was the effort "to pick up the 
banner of Anwar’s struggling reformasi (reform) movement aimed at . . . 
ushering in an era of democracy and political openness.” 5 This transfor¬ 
mation from a “charismatic” leader of an Islamic “fundamentalist" group 
into a globalist liberal advocating Southeast Asian reformasi appears dra¬ 
matic. However, the change is more a measure of the transformation the 
religiopolitical context, both globally and in Malaysia, than a reflection of a 
dramatic change in the faith and views of Anwar Ibrahim himself. 6 As in 
many places, what was politically marginal in the 1970s became main¬ 
stream by the end of the twentieth century. 

The mainstreams of Malaysian politics and society have been trans¬ 
formed in the decades since independence in the 1950s. One of the major 
themes in these transformations has been the gradual Islamization of per¬ 
spectives. Intellectuals have been important in providing the ways to 
articulate these new perspectives, and Anwar Ibrahim has played a sig¬ 
nificant role in this process. In his own transformation from “charis¬ 
matic fundamentalist” to “liberal reformer,” he has reflected the changing 
mainstream of Malaysian politics and identities and has been, at the 
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same time, a significant force in causing these changes. He has been, in 
these processes, an almost prototypical activist intellectual. One of his 
major concerns has been the articulation of new conceptualizations and 
paradigms, the classic role of the intellectual in times of great historic 
changes. However, as a leader of a significant student organization, a 
major Malaysian political figure, and now the symbol of reformasi in his 
country, Anwar Ibrahim has also been the classic political activist. 

Anwar Ibrahim’s self-description provides a good definition of “activist 
intellectual": 

I grew up in a time of great social transformation wherein the inter¬ 
play of ideas and events coincided with the rise of student activism, 
religious revivalism and political turmoil. Not content to be a mere 
bystander, I chose to be an active participant instead. I emerged from 
all this convinced that, while a life of contemplation and solitude can 
indeed be invigorating to the mind and the soul, a life of contempla¬ 
tion coupled with action and fraternity can be even more so. 7 


Basic Biography 

Anwar Ibrahim was born in a northern town in Malaysia, Bukit Mertajam, 
in 1947, into a middle-class urban family. Both of his parents were active in 
the United Malays National Organization (UMNO), which had been formed 
in 1946 as an assertion of Malay political identity during the time when 
the British were reestablishing control following World War II. The town 
where he was born had a number of well-known religious schools, but his 
own education was secular, with religious education being provided in the 
afternoons. He received his secondary school education at the Malay Col¬ 
lege in Kuala Kangsar. a highly regarded school established by the British 
originally to provide an appropriate education for children of Malay ruling 
families. He attended this school from i960 to 1966 and already exhibited 
his leadership abilities in a variety of activities, ranging from interscholas¬ 
tic debate to religious activities. 

He was a student at the University of Malaya, where he concentrated in 
Malay studies and received his bachelor’s degree in 1971. Early in his ca¬ 
reer as a university student, he became active in student affairs. Already in 
1969, during his second year, he was president of two important student 
organizations, the University of Malaya Malay Language Society (PBMUM; 
Persatuan Bahasa Melayu Universiti Malaya) and the National Union of 
Malaysian Muslim Students (PKPIM; Persatuan Kebangsaan Pelajar- 
Pelajar Islam Malaysia). These groups tended to concentrate on issues of 
Malay identity, and Anwar’s “early career as an activist centered far more 
upon issues of Malayness.” 8 Anwar was, for example, responsible in these 
organizations for organizing the “Consciousness Raising Campaign," in 
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which students went to live in rural areas on order the raise their con¬ 
sciousness of the problems of the Malay rural poor. “There was an esprit de 
corps, but a Malay one. The main aim was still to arouse the student spirit 
to struggle for the Malay race.” 9 It was not until the early 1970s that there 
was a greater Islamic emphasis. 

A major explosion of intercommunal violence in May 1969 became a 
turning point in the history of independent Malaysia. Malaysia is an ethni¬ 
cally pluralist society, with Malays representing only about half of the 
population and Chinese and Indians as major minorities. The Chinese con¬ 
trolled a significant proportion of the economy, and the 1969 riots involved 
attacks on what was seen as the privileged position of the Chinese. Follow¬ 
ing the 1969 riots, the government engaged in a major effort to improve 
the economic position of Malays in the country. Anwar Ibrahim and the 
groups he led played a significant role in advocating Malay rights. How¬ 
ever, his Islamic commitment meant that he was an important factor in re¬ 
defining Malay ethnic rights in more Islamic terms. Already his role as an 
activist intellectual, both articulating themes and working to implement 
them, was a key to his significance. A close associate from that early period 
recalled that it was he who began to “rationalize the theme of our struggle 
for socio-economic justice with the ideals of Islam.” 10 

Soon this activism led to the establishment in 1971 of a more formal or¬ 
ganization bringing together students and younger professionals who were 
concerned with issues of social and economic justice in Malaysia. Anwar 
recalled that at that time “we were impatient and angry about the plight of 
the Malays, their education, rural development, rural health. ... We 
were very angry, disgusted and critical of the government. There seemed to 
be no moral foundation and no spiritual guidance. We turned to Islam to 
fill this vacuum and to look for solutions.” 11 The new organization, 
Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM) reflected this dual focus of concern 
for Malay interests and the desire for Islamic renewal. It was Anwar who 
was the keystone for the new structure, both through his organizational 
leadership and his charismatic articulation of goals and aspirations. 

In the early 1970s, Anwar’s importance and visibility increased as stu¬ 
dent activism became an important part of the Malaysian political context. 
At first, many of the concerns were related to student-university issues or 
more internationally oriented protest demonstrations, like those in Kuala 
Lumpur during the 1973 Arab-Israeli war. However, a new militancy in 
off-campus demonstrations and a growing attention toward issues of gov¬ 
ernmental corruption and social and economic justice within Malaysia it¬ 
self gave added significance to ABIM, In late 1974, developments reached a 
critical point. A series of open clashes between police and students demon¬ 
strating on a variety of issues 12 reached a climax in December. Peasants in 
Baling, in northern Malaysia, became upset by deteriorating economic 
conditions, and in November began a series of marches and demonstra¬ 
tions in protest. When the authorities forcibly stopped these protests, stu- 
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dents on a number of campuses organized “demonstrations of sympathy 
and support for the undeniable social distress in Baling.’’ 13 By early De¬ 
cember, more than a thousand students had been arrested, and the gov¬ 
ernment prepared to close university campuses in response to what be¬ 
came a major crisis. 14 

Anwar Ibrahim was among the students arrested, and he ultimately 
spent two years (1974-1976) in detention for his activities in the Baling cri¬ 
sis. Although government officials made the charge that the problems were 
the result of “communist” agitation and conspiracy, it was clear to most 
observers that ABIM under Anwar’s leadership was the most important or¬ 
ganizing force in the expanded protests. This represented a significant 
change in the nature of effective opposition to government in Malaysia. 
One informed observer at the time noted that the 

most formidable force in this new opposition to what is, in fact, a 
Malay Government, claims legitimacy from the principles of Islam. 

. . . Hitherto, the opposition was either nakedly communist or 
based on Chinese dissatisfactions. Whatever “red herrings” were 
drawn by the Government across the Baling upsurge, it was essen¬ 
tially and predominantly a confrontation between Malays and their 
Malay Government. 15 

Anwar, even in detention, remained in the forefront of the emergence of 
this new-style, Islamically oriented opposition, although in detention he 
had the time and opportunity for extensive reading in a wide range of sub¬ 
jects, including Western philosophy and Malayan history. 16 

Along with establishing ABIM. the emerging group created a private 
secondary school, Yayasan Anda, which became the base for a network of 
private schools. The new schools were created to provide an alternative 
to the government schools, presenting curricula that combined Islamic 
and secular modern education. In addition to his organizational activities, 
Anwar served as the headmaster for the school, and many others from the 
ABIM group worked as teachers in the school. By 1980 the school in Kuala 
Lumpur under his leadership had thirteen hundred students, with many 
living in a student hostel since they came from outside of the city, and was 
an important base for the broader efforts of Islamic renewal. 17 

During the 1970s, Anwar became more highly visible internationally 
and was influenced by and was a part of the developing global network 
of Muslim activist intellectuals. He served as a member of the United Na¬ 
tions Advisory Group on Youth (1973-1974) and was a representative 
for Southeast Asia in the World Assembly of Muslim Youth (1976-1982). 
He was among the first Muslim leaders to visit Iran after the Revolution 
in 1979. He and his group made special efforts to read and understand 
the major thinkers in the Islamic renewal movements of the twentieth 
century, notably reading the works of Sayyid Qutb, Hasan al-Banna, 
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and Abu al-Ala al-Mawdudi. In addition, they had direct personal con¬ 
tacts with major contemporary activist intellectuals, who played an im¬ 
portant role in articulating the Islamist positions of the day. In Malaysia 
itself, the young Islamists had close relationships with Syed Naguib 
al-Attas, who was dean of the arts faculty at the National University. 
One theme that emerged from these discussions was an “understanding 
of the comprehensiveness of Islam as ad-deen (way of life),” 18 a con¬ 
cept that is at the heart of the Islamist understanding of Islam. Inter¬ 
nationally, Anwar had a variety of connections. He had come to know 
the prominent Islamist scholar Ismail al-Faruqi in the early 1970s when 
Faruqi taught for a time in Malaysia. Faruqi’s ideas played an important 
role in shaping Anwar’s ideas. 19 Islamic scholars from Indonesia were 
also important in helping to shape ABIM’s Islamist mode. These included 
Deliar Noer, an Indonesian academic teaching in Australia, and, in the 
early 1970s, Imaduddin Abdul Rahim. However, Imaduddin’s approach 
was relatively militant and hardline, while the ABIM leadership did not 
“agree with such a black and white interpretation of the struggle for 
Islam.” 20 This reflected the developing approach of Anwar, which was 
to be strong in advocacy but to avoid extreme positions that could lead to 
militancy. 

Although Anwar Ibrahim was very careful to remain within the bounds 
of legal opposition, he came to be viewed as one of the major figures in the 
alternatives to the political establishment of UMNO and its allies that had 
dominated Malaysian politics since independence (and before). ABIM, and 
Anwar himself, had worked with the more explicitly Islamic party, Partai 
Islam se-Malaysia (PAS). It had been thought that if or when Anwar be¬ 
came a direct participant in Malaysian politics, it would somehow be in the 
framework of PAS. As a result, it came as a great surprise to many when he 
joined UMNO and won a parliamentary seat in the general elections of 
1982. “It was a move that shocked the country and distressed his followers 
in ABIM. His followers in PAS were stunned as they had considered him a 
potential leader of the party.” 21 

Anwar had become convinced that he could accomplish more for the Is- 
lamization of Malaysia by becoming a key member of the leadership than 
by remaining in the opposition. UMNO itself had recently, in 1981, come 
under the new leadership of Mahathir Mohamad, who was well known to 
Anwar. Mahathir had been an early member of UMNO but had come into 
conflict with the party leadership in 1969. Anwar worked with him during 
his time in opposition in the early 1970s and came to know him quite 
well. 22 Mahathir later was in the cabinet in a variety of positions, and 
Anwar was convinced that Mahathir’s commitment to the Islamization 
process was significant. Many of Anwar’s old associates felt betrayed, while 
many others joined with him in the effort to establish a greater Islamic 
orientation within the political establishment itself. 23 In this way, 1982 
marks the transformation of Anwar from the most visible leader of the 
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Islamic ally-oriented opposition to one of the major figures in the ruling 
political establishment. 

In UMNO, Anwar gradually moved through the ranks of the leadership 
with great skill. Almost from the very beginning, he held cabinet positions. 
In 1983 he became the minister of sport, youth, and culture, and from 
1984-1986 he served as minister of agriculture. From 1986 until 1991 he 
was minister of education, where he played an important role in giving a 
more formal place to Islam in curricula at all levels and especially in higher 
education. He worked closely with the International Islamic University 
(IIU) in Kuala Lumpur, which had been established in 1983, to create the 
Faculty of Islamic Revealed Knowledge and Human Sciences and basic de¬ 
partments in most of the social sciences and humanities. In 1991 he be¬ 
came minister of finance and emerged as a leading advocate of the global¬ 
ist “liberal” approach to economic policy. In 1993 he was named Deputy 
prime minister, and most observers expected that he would be the eventual 
successor to Mahathir. 

The Asian economic crises of 1997-1998 put great pressure on the rela¬ 
tionship between Mahathir and Anwar, his minister of finance and deputy 
prime minister. Mahathir reacted strongly to the crisis with a rhetoric that 
alarmed the world financial leaders, and Anwar emerged as “the moder¬ 
ate, rational voice reassuring the international business community.” 24 
Tension apparently built up between the two leaders and came to a head in 
September 1998, when Anwar was relieved of all of his posts after refusing 
to resign. He then began a series of appearances that gained growing 
popular support for general political reform. At the end of the month, he 
was arrested and charged with a variety of crimes, including corruption 
and sexual misconduct. During his trial, his physical appearance indicated 
that he had been beaten, but he remained resolute in the affirmation of his 
innocence. In a series of trials that many called political show trials, he was 
convicted of corruption in April 1999 and sexual misconduct in August 
2000 and sentenced to extended prison terms. 

A new era in the career of Anwar, and the history of the Islamic revival 
in Malaysia, began with his removal from office in 1998. In the brief period 
before his arrest, he laid the foundation for a new reform movement and 
party through a series of addresses and demonstrations that attracted 
thousands of supporters. Public leadership of this movement was assumed 
by his wife. Wan Azizah Ismail; she is an ophthalmologist trained in the 
Royal College of Surgeons in Dublin. She and Anwar were married in 
1980, and she was not a highly visible figure until the events of September 
1998. With Anwar in prison, she moved quickly to create the Parti Keadi- 
lan Nasional (National Justice Party) to provide an institutional base for 
the reform movement. The basic positions of the party and movement em¬ 
phasize the importance of democracy and the recognition of the funda¬ 
mental pluralism of Malaysian society. When it was formed, it had the 
potential for providing a bridge between the different major opposition 
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groups, the primarily Chinese Democratic Action Party (DAP) and the ex¬ 
plicitly Islamic PAS. In this it continued the intermediate position that 
Anwar had maintained within Malaysian politics between Muslim and 
non-Muslim and also between militantly Islamic and more secular Malay 
groupings, A basic question following Anwar’s conviction was the degree 
to which he would remain in control. Supporters of Mahathir see Wan 
Azizah as “only a proxy leader, or a trustee for her husband,” 25 while she 
realistically said, “People do ask whether Anwar is behind this. ... He 
is, in a way, but he's also behind bars. So I have to sink or swim.” 26 The fu¬ 
ture of Anwar Ibrahim as an activist intellectual was unclear at the end of 
the 1990s. 


Defining a Moderate Islamic 
Activism 

Anwar Ibrahim is an action-oriented intellectual. He has played a signifi¬ 
cant role in conceptualizing and articulating the Islamic revival in Ma¬ 
laysia, but this has been done primarily through speeches and articles and 
organizational activities rather than through the writing and publication 
of major scholarly monographs and studies. His contributions to the 
reconceptualization of Islamic life have been the products of actions in the 
political and social arenas, in contrast to the more self-conscious rearticu¬ 
lations of the Islamic heritage found in the many books of an intellectual 
like Hasan Hanafi. An important part of Anwar’s evolution as an activist 
intellectual has been the shift from the role of the “charismatic leader of 
opposition,” whose intellectual positions were presented through specific 
activities like the Baling demonstrations, to that of the political leader who 
gave special attention to defining broad policy principles while a member of 
the cabinet. 

The basic positions taken by Anwar in these two different stages of his 
career are fundamentally the same. The core of his intellectual activism 
has been and continues to be a conscious commitment to social justice and 
equality whose foundation is the faith and teachings of Islam. The changes 
are in the ways of implementing that commitment and also in the modes of 
interpreting and understanding the fundamental principles of Islam. It is 
in this regard that observers have been correct in identifying him as a “fun¬ 
damentalist.” Local custom and historical habit and tradition, in this per¬ 
spective, have less importance than careful thought and action based on 
the believer’s understanding of the fundamentals of Islam. 

While Anwar has been committed to activist involvement, his positions 
were moderate rather than extremist. On virtually every significant issue, 
his positions and actions represented a medial position between extremes. 
However, his moderate intellectual positions were strongly advocated 
through direct involvement in affairs. His mode of operation was not pas- 
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sive, nor did he advocate disengagement from issues and events. In general 
terms, his views represented positions between those of advocates of vio¬ 
lent confrontation, like some radical communists or militant jihadists, and 
of those who, like the Dar al-Arqam movement, advocated pious with¬ 
drawal from society. He also stood between the extremes of the secularist 
Westernizers in Malaysian society and the old-fashioned conservatives 
who wanted no changes in their “traditional” society. 


The Era of Opposition Activism 

From the time that Anwar Ibrahim emerged as a student leader in the 
late 1960s until he joined UMNO and Mahathir’s cabinet in 1982-1983, 
Anwar was a highly visible activist whose positions tended to be defined 
through his activities, Three activities provide a key to the new Islamic in¬ 
tellectual that he represented: the early work in supporting Malay con¬ 
sciousness, the Baling affair, and the schools that were established under 
his leadership by ABIM. 

Ethnic consciousness. Anwar’s earliest activism came in student groups 
dedicated to raising the ethnic and cultural consciousness of Malays in 
Malaysia. In the 1960s, the issue of a national language was of great im¬ 
portance. Before independence, “the education system was extremely frag¬ 
mented along ethnic lines,” and following independence in 1957 there 
“was a shift in education policy . . . which reflected the urgency of cre¬ 
ating national unity that a newly independent plural society faced.” 27 
Steps were taken to establish Malay as the national language in a period 
when there was great concern about the survival of Malay culture and 
growing awareness of the problem of the Malay poor, especially in the 
rural areas. Although the National Language Act establishing Malay as 
the national language was passed in April 1967, it involved compromises 
that preserved a special position for English. Students and others demon¬ 
strated actively against the compromise, with some schools being closed for 
a time as a result. 28 

It was in this turmoil that Anwar Ibrahim began his career as activist 
intellectual, taking up the issue of supporting Malay language and pre¬ 
serving Malay culture. However, his concern was not the abstract intellec¬ 
tual concern of cultural preservation alone: it also involved a sense of the 
need for social and economic justice. As a leader of the Malay Language 
Society at the University of Malaysia, he helped to organize the “Con¬ 
sciousness Raising Campaign" in 1968, which brought students together 
with rural Malay villagers. The goals included providing the students with 
a better understanding of the foundations of Malay culture and the vil¬ 
lagers with help in overcoming their poverty. 29 At the same time, during 
1968-1969, a series of violent intercommunal confrontations between 
Malays and Chinese took place, reaching a climax in the major riots of 
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May 1969. Students from the Malay Language Society and other Malay 
groups were actively involved in these developments as well. 

In general terms, both the positive and negative dimensions of this ac¬ 
tivism were primarily ethnic in the goals that were defined. However, the 
close relationship between the Malay identity and Islam led people like 
Anwar to give more consideration to the Islamic dimension. In a later dis¬ 
cussion of “the Asian renaissance," he provided the underlying reasons for 
the transition from ethnic activism to Islamic advocacy: 

To seek cultural empowerment is to bring ourselves up to a level of 
parity with other more self-confident cultures. It involves rediscovery 
of what has been forgotten through ages of weakness and decay: 
it involves renewal and reflowering. . . . Genuine renaissance 
would not be possible without a rediscovery, reaffirmation and re¬ 
newed commitment with the universals within our culture, that is, 
the idea of human dignity founded upon spiritual substance, moral 
well-being and noble sensibility. 30 

Anwar’s early activism reflected his concern for social justice and equality 
but expressed in terms that were more tied to ethnic identity than Islam. 
However, by the early 1970s there had been a significant shift in emphasis, 
and the establishment of ABIM in 1971 reflected the new approach. 

The Baling crisis. By the time of the Baling incidents in 1974, Anwar was 
clearly identified with the cause of advocacy of Islamic renewal, and the 
support given to the rural Malay poor was defined in terms of the Islamic 
call for equality and social justice. By the end of the Baling crisis, it could 
be said that “the potent force in Malaysia, where 80 percent of the people 
are from impoverished rural communities and the burgeoning intelli¬ 
gentsia is of rural origin and still holds fast to Islam, is ABIM.” 31 The ac¬ 
tivism reflected the complex mixture of the call for economic justice and af¬ 
firmation of Malay identity concerns. 

The active involvement of Anwar and his supporters in the Baling 
demonstrations, which clearly cut across ethnic lines, in the urban 
connection, implicitly raised class-like issues of exploitation of work¬ 
ers and peasants alike. This suggests a commitment to more univer- 
salistic reforms. Yet detractors argue that, for all its surface class-like 
character, Baling was essentially in defence of the Malay peasant, 
who was both its source and symbol. 32 

ABIM defined its call for social and economic justice in terms of the univer¬ 
sal principles expressed in Islam, and by 1980 it could be reported that 
Anwar “has found a wide echo for his movement’s charges of widespread 
corruption and exploitation of the poor of all ethnic groups.” 33 

ABIM’s schools. The content of Anwar’s message can be seen in the cur- 
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ricula of the school he headed. It is often said that Islamic movements pro¬ 
claim that “Islam is the solution” but do not provide content for what that 
solution means. By the end of the 1970s, it would have been difficult to 
make that charge against ABIM unless one ignored the record of policies 
advocated during and after the Baling crisis and, more particularly, the 
content of what was taught in the ABIM schools. The schools represented 
a significant synthesis and coming-together of educational traditions. 
“The goal of these schools ... is to combine religious and secular edu¬ 
cation patterns in such a way that pupils can both sit for the national pro¬ 
motional examinations which open the doors of occupational opportunity 
to government and private sector and receive a solid religious and moral 
foundation for life as good Muslims.” 34 Students studied both religious 
subjects and modern scientific subjects, recognizing that ABIM did not see 
“modern science" as being fundamentally in conflict with Islam. 

This approach was grounded in the project that was developing at this 
time of “the Islamization of knowledge.” A global network of Muslim 
scholars, led by Ismail al-Faruqi, was active in this effort, which was institu¬ 
tionalized with the establishment of the International Institute of Islamic 
Thought (HIT) in Virginia. Anwar Ibrahim was a cofounder of the Institute 
and an active supporter of the broader project. In this perspective, “the re¬ 
form of education is the Islamization of modern knowledge itself. . . . 
As disciplines, the humanities, the social sciences, and the natural sciences 
must be reconceived and rebuilt, given a new Islamic base, and assigned 
new purposes consistent with Islam.” 35 It is possible to consider the ABIM 
schools of the 1970s as pioneers in this type of reform. It did not represent 
a rejection of modern science but the development of a perspective that 
put modern science into a conceptual framework that was different from 
the usual Western materialist and secular perspective. The so-called funda¬ 
mentalism of Anwar and ABIM was neither intellectually obscurantist nor 
Luddite in its attitude toward modern science and technology. It simply 
gave priority to moral values and social justice in the effort to understand 
the implications of modern science and technology for contemporary 
human life. 


Political and Social Positions 

The message that is presented in Anwar Ibrahim’s activities of the 1970s 
and early 1980s is quite clear, and it has implications for issues that were of 
importance in the broader debates of the late-twentieth-century Islamic 
resurgence. The issues of an “Islamic state,” pluralism, and the “role of 
women” have been frequently debated, and they were not ignored by 
Anwar and ABIM. However, the distinctive positions of activist moderation 
taken by Anwar had a very important impact on the development of the 
debates about political Islam in Malaysia. In contrast to many other coun- 
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tries, where the most visible participants in debates and conflicts are at the 
extremes. Anwar’s “charismatic” and activist advocacy of moderation had 
a strong influence of the evolution of Islamist politics in Malaysia. 

An Islamic state. PAS and many of the Islamists in Malaysia advocated 
the establishment of an “Islamic state” and the formal implementation of 
the Shariah in Malaysia. This followed a common pattern for Islamist 
movements in the 1970s. However, Anwar did not follow this pattern. His 
vision was of the gradual Islamization of society through the efforts of 
dedicated individuals and groups like ABIM working to transform society 
“from the bottom up” rather than imposing an Islamization “from the top 
down.” In this approach, calling people to adherence to an authentic un¬ 
derstanding of Islam was the major obligation of the Muslim dedicated 
to Islamic renewal. The term for this “call” was dakwah, which became a 
major identification for the programs of Islamic revival in Malaysia. The 
concept of dakwah emerged gradually in the 1970s as the mission of the 
various Islamic groups and movements, and it took many different forms. 
As ABIM emerged under Anwar’s leadership as the largest and most visible 
Islamist movement, it played an important role in defining dakwah in the 
Malaysian context. 

Anwar’s definition of dakwah was distinctive in a number of ways. In 
contrast to similar movements elsewhere in the Muslim world, and other 
groups in Malaysia like PAS, the emphasis was on broader principles. “It 
did not see Islam in the black and white manner that the later dakwah 
adherents did. ... It believed in Islamizing the ummah first along a 
gradual, moderate, and progressive path.” 36 In contrast to other move¬ 
ments, this means that ABIM identifies many of the specific demands of 
other movements as giving too much emphasis to “the ritualistic aspects of 
Islam,” which are, in ABIM’s view, secondary to the main mission of creat¬ 
ing a just and equitable society. 37 

One consequence of this perspective is that Anwar did not actively call 
for the establishment of an Islamic State or the immediate enforcement of 
specific rules of Islamic law. In his view, dakwah would transform society 
on the long run, and only then would it be possible formally to proclaim an 
Islamic state and the full implementation of Islamic law. His views were 
clearly presented in an interview in 1980: 

Questions about the creation of an Islamic state were put off by Mr. 
Anwar, who stresses that much education is necessary before the 
matter can arise. “We should first have a truly just economic society,” 
he said. “Then we can apply Islamic law. I don’t see it in the very near 
future. ” If such a just society could be created, he added, “I would not 
rule out chopping off of hands”—the Koranic penalty for theft. 38 

However, the full implementation of Islamic law would require the prior 
establishment of a just society. 
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Anwar provided an important intellectual alternative in the debates 
arising out of the growing “Islamic resurgence” in Malaysia, as well as the 
broader Muslim world. A movement of more typical Islamic resurgence 
had also been developing in Malaysia. PAS had been in existence since the 
1950s and represented a revivalist tradition similar to that of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt at that time. Its demands were more typical, and by 
the late 1970s, PAS “called not just for a vague Islamic state, but for alter¬ 
ations in the federal constitution to bring it more in line with Islamic law 
and administration." 39 Without the activities of Anwar and ABIM, it is 
probable that the debates and tensions involved in the Islamic revival of 
the 1970s and 1980s would have taken a more typical form of clashes be¬ 
tween “secular” modernizing establishments and generically defined “Is¬ 
lamists,” divided between those calling for jihad and the less militant. 
Anwar’s intellectual formulations shaped the form and content of the de¬ 
bates of the Islamic revival in a distinctive way. 

A pluralist society. One of the most important dimensions of Anwar’s vi¬ 
sion of dakwah and the long-term Islamization of society is his acceptance 
of the reality of the ethnic and religious diversity in Malaysia. He believes 
that this is a distinguishing characteristic of Malaysia in the Muslim world 
and that Malaysia can be an example for other Muslim societies. 40 Al¬ 
though he began his career as an activist in the movement for affirming 
Malay rights and identity, the creation of ABIM signaled his acceptance of 
a more universalistic Islamic mission. Increasingly, he came to oppose eth¬ 
nic nationalism and “racism” as being contrary to Islam. Initially, this was 
expressed more in terms of defining the Muslim community, but Anwar de¬ 
veloped a more broadly inclusive conceptualization of pluralism in an Is¬ 
lamic perspective. 

The theme of the annual congress of ABIM in 1979 was “Islam is the so¬ 
lution for the problems of a plural society,” and Anwar’s major address to 
this meeting emphasized Islam’s opposition to discrimination and racism. 41 
The framework of the position is Islamic, and it argues that Islam provides a 
foundation for society in which all people have real freedom. However, in 
contrast to more typical or conservative Islamist presentations, there is an 
emphasis of the authentic pluralism of Islamic faith and tradition, when 
rightly understood. Anwar, for example, uses Umar, who was the second 
successor to the Prophet Muhammad as leader of the Muslim community, 
as a good example, noting that "Omar’s rule was . . . instructive for the 
administration of a multi-ethnic society, for his realm comprised many non- 
Muslims ( dhimmi ), and his policy was to allow complete freedom of worship, 
guaranteeing their protection in return for obedience.” 42 In a speech in 
1994, he reiterated this theme by pointing to the example of Spain under 
Muslim rule and expressing the hope for a “global convivancia” in that 
tradition. 43 

In this area, Anwar has also had an impact on the ways that political 
debates and policies have been formulated in Malaysia. Again, although 
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Malaysia politics were dominated by the issue of Malay rights and ethnic 
tensions following the riots of 1969, there was a move away from extreme 
positions of ethnic support during the 1970s. The middle position pre¬ 
sented by Anwar and ABIM played an important role in this transition. 

Women. Anwar is a strong advocate of equality for women and sees this 
as an important dimension of the broader call for social and economic jus¬ 
tice. However, this is presented within an Islamic framework that empha¬ 
sizes the importance of the contribution of women to family life, child- 
rearing, and societal morality. Modest, Islamically appropriate dress is 
expected, and gender separation in public is encouraged. In this as in most 
other aspects, the ABIM position as it was articulated by Anwar repre¬ 
sented a moderate position between the extremes of the more fundamen¬ 
talist groups like PAS and Dar al-Arqam on the one hand and urban secu¬ 
lar lifestyles on the other. 

In a report of a series of interviews with women in the early 1980s, the 
type of woman who was described as most likely to be associated with 
ABIM presents this picture of committed moderation: 

Unlike the Islamic Republic dakwah students, she does not believe 
that music is sinful, that concerts, sports, and cultural events are bad 
for mind and soul. . . . She does not believe that Islam is the 
straightjacket religion that the surau people have made it out to be. 

. . . She is dakwah, but her increased religiousity only applies to her 
personal life. She doesn't tell others to dress or behave like her. 44 

Education for women has been a high priority in Anwar’s approach and 
ABIM's programs from the very beginning. Young women were an impor¬ 
tant part of the student body of the schools established by ABIM in the 
1970s and have played a significant role in the contributions of ABIM to 
the Islamic revival in Malaysia. The first graduates of Anwar's school in 
1974 were among the very first women at the University of Malaysia to 
wear the distinctive modern Islamist covering on campus. 

The expectation of modest dress did not reflect an expectation that 
women would be in seclusion. Instead, women were expected to take an ac¬ 
tive role in the development of society. The expectations of people like 
Anwar were clearly expressed by Khalijah Mohammed Salleh, a professor 
of physics at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia: 

Traditionally Muslim women were visibly seen as wives and mothers. 
Currently more and more of them are gaining access to higher 
education and hence into the labour market. ... To enable the 
women to participate in nation building there are several strategies 
that can be considered. First is . . . education, training and oppor¬ 
tunities. . . . Other strategy is the paradigm shift by man with re¬ 
gards to [the] man-woman relationship. Rather than looking upon 
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women as being subordinates to men, it would benefit both parties to 
regard each other as partners that complement each other. [This] 
[pjaradigm shift would also mean that men would have to consider 
household chores as responsibilities to be shared with their wives.” 45 

One excellent example of this concept of partnership at work is the role 
of Anwar’s wife, Wan Azizah Ismail. Following their marriage in 1980, she 
established an active medical practice and primarily treated women. Fol¬ 
lowing his arrest in September 1998, she immediately emerged as the lead¬ 
ing figure in the reform movement, speaking as actively as her husband 
had done before his imprisonment. Although conservatives in groups like 
PAS expressed reservations about having a woman lead a political party 
(and thus potentially the country as well), activist moderates in the “tradi¬ 
tion" of Anwar had no problem with the emerging role of Wan Azizah 
Ismail. This provides another illustration of the character of the Islamic re¬ 
vivalism of activist moderation that had been conceptualized and estab¬ 
lished by Anwar Ibrahim in the 1970s. 


Activism within the 
Establishment 

When Anwar Ibrahim joined UMNO in 1982, he transformed his position 
from most visible spokesperson in the opposition to rapidly rising star in 
the Malaysian political establishment. He argued that he was convinced 
that Mahathir, the new prime minister, was serious in his commitment to 
effective Islamization and had already begun a program that promised to 
reduce corruption and increase government efficiency significantly. The 
conclusion Anwar drew was that he could more effectively work to achieve 
his goals by working from within rather than against the government. He 
had already had a positive experience working with Mahathir in the early 
1970s and had been encouraged in taking this step in 1882 by the interna¬ 
tionally known Islamist scholar Ismail al-Faruqi. 

In his new position, Anwar did not change his broad overall goals or 
perspectives. However, as both a policy-maker and one responsible for im¬ 
plementing policy, he began to articulate his positions more carefully in 
terms of a broader conceptual framework. Many intellectuals, when they 
take administrative and executive posts, tend to stop the effort of concep¬ 
tual definition and articulation. Anwar, in contrast, took the opportunity 
to present a number of broad conceptual frameworks for policy as he as¬ 
sumed different cabinet positions. As minister of education and then of fi¬ 
nance, he had the opportunity to rearticulate his ideas about culture and 
economics in the context of actual policy planning. He did not write com¬ 
prehensive monographs or broader systematic analyses, but in his 
speeches and shorter writings, important themes emerge. He fulfilled his 
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role as an intellectual while being directly involved in the affairs of govern¬ 
ment. 

Anwar presented important conceptualizations of major issues, both 
domestic and global, from the perspective of the Islamic revival in which 
he had been engaged since the early 1970s. The major themes that emerge 
in his presentations are the need for a broad new paradigm for sociopoliti¬ 
cal and economic development and the definition of that paradigm in ways 
that recognized broader religious and moral values; a new understanding 
of the nature of pluralism in multireligious societies and the world as a 
whole; and, in particular, an emphasis on the importance of interciviliza- 
tional dialogue as the only possible alternative to a deadly clash of civiliza¬ 
tions. In these discussions, Anwar generally presented his ideas at two dif¬ 
ferent but complementary levels. At one level, his thinking was directly 
concerned with the specific issues faced by Muslims and the particular 
challenges of defining an adequate Islamic response. At the second level, 
he presented his ideas in more global and inclusive terms. In this second 
area, Anwar was going beyond and redefining (but not contradicting) his 
earlier conceptualizations. 

The new paradigm. Anwar was convinced that the older Western under¬ 
standing of the processes of development represented an outmoded para¬ 
digm that even in the West was being amended or rejected. In the mid- 
1980s, he argued; “a new paradigm in development studies has slowly 
emerged.” 46 This was seen as being in the context of the failure of both 
Marxist and secular materialist paradigms in terms of their applicability 
for the developing world. Following the collapse of communism in Eastern 
Europe, he developed this argument further, noting that “Marxism failed 
precisely because of its flawed vision of man. It severs man from his moor¬ 
ings in faith, viewing him as nothing more than a cypher, a cog in a brutal 
machine called the state. There was no place for ethics, morality or spiritu¬ 
ality.” 47 Older Western modernization theory had a similar gap in its em¬ 
phasis on the secular development of economics. “Much of the definition 
of development originating from the West has rejected any reference to 
moral and ethical considerations. Cultural preservation is regarded as 
retrogressive in the march for development.” 48 Western paradigms did not 
recognize that the “final aim of economic pursuit is the development 
of man, not the Promethean man of secular humanism who relentlessly 
seeks to conquer, but rather man as envisaged by the great traditions of 
East and West.” 49 

The solution was to define a new paradigm that would be properly 
rooted in local traditions and not simply be a blind borrowing from the 
West. Anwar approached the definition of this new paradigm at two levels, 
a specifically Islamic one and a more broadly Asian one. 

Anwar’s Islamic paradigm was different from many of the programs 
and approaches advocated by more typical Islamist groups in that it did not 
start with advocating the implementation of the specifics of Islamic law as 
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they had come to be defined in medieval Muslim society. In Islamic history, 
two contrasting approaches to tradition had developed. One said that it 
was important to follow as closely as possible precedents that had been set 
by previous generations. This is the approach of taqlid, or imitation. The 
second approach utilizes informed independent analysis, or ijtihad, in de¬ 
termining what actions should be taken. In Anwar’s view, Islam “is essen¬ 
tially a pragmatic religion with a keen sense of historical direction. Muslim 
thinkers ruled out the acquisition of knowledge simply by imitation 
(taqlid ).” 50 Although many Muslims in the past, and still in the present, in 
Anwar’s view, had exercised taqlid, the real strength and dynamism of 
Islam was built on the continuing revitalization provided by ijtihad. 51 

Within this framework, Anwar presented two historically established Is¬ 
lamic concepts as vital to the exercise of independent judgment in defining 
and implementing the new paradigm. Anwar noted efforts by some mod¬ 
ern Muslim scholars to relate classical formulations to current conditions 
in order to bridge the gap between old theory and contemporary practice. 
In particular, he cited the importance of giving emphasis to the classical 
principle of maslahah, which was the concept of public welfare or the com¬ 
mon good, as a basis for determining policy. This procedure had been advo¬ 
cated and utilized by some important modernist Islamic scholars, like the 
late Mahmud Shaltut, Shaykh al-Azhar (1958-1963). 52 In describing the 
Islamic approach to economic policy and the market economy, Anwar 
noted a second traditional Islamic concept that illustrates how Islam en¬ 
courages an active free market but sees the need for just regulation. Despite 
a “favourable disposition towards the market, Muslim societies in the past 
saw the need to introduce the institution called hisba to oversee fairness in 
market dealings, to check against monopoly and manipulation.” 53 

Maslahah and hisba in the context of the presentation of the new para¬ 
digm also illustrate the mode of approach envisioned by Anwar. As was 
true in the 1970s, he was not interested in enforcing “ritualistic” details; 
his mode of operation was to work within a broader framework or princi¬ 
ples like the common good and fair regulation. The new paradigm did have 
an important economic component, but it was within the broader frame¬ 
work of Islamic religious and moral values. This approach opened the way 
for efforts to encourage the establishment institutions like the Islamic 
Bank. However, the broader goal was the creation of a just and equitable 
economic system. As a result, Anwar’s work as finance minister is not as¬ 
sociated with the more typical Islamist campaigns to implement specific as¬ 
pects of the traditionally understood economic teachings of Islam. Instead, 
Anwar 

spearheaded the government’s programme to identify and assist the 

hardcore poor. Eradicating absolute poverty through budgetary allo¬ 
cations and direct aid was central to his mission as finance minister. 

His commitment to low-cost housing and his relentless drive to coax 
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the private sector to join hands with the government in providing 
shelter to the homeless has won him accolades from the general 
public. S4 

Anwar presents his priorities clearly: 

The proponents of the imposition of Muslim laws or the establish¬ 
ment of an Islamic state are confined to the periphery. Southeast 
Asian Muslims prefer to concentrate on the task of ensuring eco¬ 
nomic growth and eradicating poverty instead of amputating the 
limbs of thieves. They would rather strive to improve the welfare of 
the women and children in their midst than spend their days elabo¬ 
rately defining the nature and institutions of the ideal Islamic state. 
They do not believe it makes one less a Muslim to promote economic 
growth, to master the information revolution and to demand justice 
for women. s 5 

The new paradigm as conceived by Anwar is not, however, to be an ex¬ 
clusively Islamic one. He also conceives it in the broader terms of ‘Asian 
values.” The starting point for this perspective is a recognition of the fail¬ 
ure of Western development paradigms as they were applied in Asia and 
the difficulties created by the experience of past European imperial control. 
However, Anwar emphasizes that he does “not follow a policy of discarding 
the West. We are not anti-West. We have strong views against some West¬ 
ern attitudes and policies. We believe in engagement between the East and 
the West.” 56 A crucial part of the new paradigm is the establishment of a 
new consciousness of “Asian values” so that “Asia could take the lead in 
engaging the West in continuous dialogue.” 57 

Anwar is relatively specific in identifying the components of this para¬ 
digm involving Asian values. 

What we envisage for Asia as a whole in the next century is that it 
should become a greater contributor to the advancement of human 
civilization. The Asian intellectual community must henceforth ex¬ 
pend a significant part of its resources tojward] nurturing and pro¬ 
moting the Asian heritage, especially those elements in the culture 
and traditions which not only characterize Asian identity but also 
contribute to the enrichment of a universal humane society. Among 
the elements, the most fundamental relate to the harmony of society 
through good governance, the sanctity of the family, tolerance to¬ 
wards diversity, and compassion for the weak and the unfortunate. 58 

Special attention has been given to the interactions between Islam and 
Confucianism in the development of this common Asian front. In an ad¬ 
dress opening an international seminar, “Islam and Confucianism,” in 
Kuala Lumpur in 1995, Anwar said: “It is our conviction that a civiliza- 


ANWAR IBRAHIM I93 



tional dialogue between Islam and Confucianism would greatly contribute 
towards global peace and understanding. Here are two great traditions of 
the world whose adherents have generally been living, if not in perfect har¬ 
mony with each other, certainly not in antagonism and discord, for the 
better part of the last one thousand years.” 59 Among the “striking simi¬ 
larities” he mentioned was the refusal of both Islam and Confucianism 
“to detach religion, ethics, and morality from the public sphere. . . . 
A Muslim would have no difficulty identifying with the Confucian project 
to restore trust in government and to transform society into a moral 
community.” 60 

Anwar made a special effort to recognize ‘Asian” perspectives and ap¬ 
proaches in the concrete world of policy and government planning. For ex¬ 
ample, in discussions involved in the plans in the major Ecomedia City 
2020 project, he advised that special attention be given to the recommen¬ 
dations made by Kisho Kurokawa regarding “ecotechnology and its rela¬ 
tionship to architectural and urban plannning.” These recommendations 
were based on “the philosophy of symbiosis, a concept which underlies 
most Asian philosophies.” 61 

The keystone of this new paradigm becomes a cultural renaissance that 
provides the foundation for giving a more meaningful role to traditional 
concepts and values in the society of the future. Anwar recognizes that this 
involves a dangerous balancing of affirmation of separate identities and a 
sense of the universal human community. He notes that there must be a 
constant effort to avoid falling into the traps of religious fanaticism and 
ethnocentrism in the process of reviving of the grand civilizational tradi¬ 
tions of Asia along with trying to defend the local cultures against homog¬ 
enization in the experience of globalization. To explain this he developed a 
special conceptualization of pluralism to understand how to balance the 
global and local elements of contemporary affairs. 

Pluralism. Anwar’s conceptualization of pluralism starts from the 
recognition of the reality of diversity in human society. Within this frame¬ 
work, the experience of Malaysia has special relevance because its internal 
diversity is so central to its experience as a society and country. From 
the Malaysian experience it is possible to see the positive dimensions of 
diversity: 

Nations can actually grow and prosper by accepting the fact of cul¬ 
tural diversity, strengthening themselves by learning about their dif¬ 
ferences as well as by reinforcing the values they share in common. 
Malaysia is a case in point. It can justifiably claim to be Asia in 
microcosm - a country with a truly diverse population in terms of 
ethnicity, culture and faith. Admittedly this has not come about by 
choice. One might even say that we were forced by circumstances 
and history to become a nation, not by dissolving our respective 
identities and loyalties, but by transcending them. 62 
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This experience provides a basis for developing the conceptualization 
further. Toleration of differences is, in Anwar’s view, an important starting 
point but only a beginning. Already in the 1970s, he and his colleagues in 
ABIM attacked “cultural jingoism” and “tribalism” as threats to Malaysian 
survival. Anwar began to argue that the diversity was not simply a chal¬ 
lenge but represented a major positive resource for Malaysian in particular, 
and Asians in general. People needed to “transcend” their differences but 
not eliminate them. The Southeast Asian context provides an important 
lesson in Anwar’s conceptualization: 

Southeast Asians will not forget that since time immemorial, their 
region has been the theater in which the great civilizations have 
crossed paths. But they are honest enough to know that the region is 
not a great melting pot. The collective memory of each community is 
as strong as ever, and each holds dearly to its identity. Yet Southeast 
Asia is moving toward greater cohesiveness. . . . The people 
of various faiths in Southeast Asia are proceeding beyond mere 
tolerance. 63 

“Transcending tolerance” becomes a crucial part of the new paradigm 
developed by Anwar as the basis for a strong society. Going beyond mere 
tolerance is not just virtuous but is, on the long run, a necessity for human 
survival. The strength of democracy rests on the existence of diversity. Au¬ 
thoritarian regimes, according to Anwar, forget “that dissent is also a true 
barometer of the democracy we uphold. A case can be easily made, not 
for mere tolerance, but rather for the active nurturing of alternative 
views.” 64 In this context, pluralism becomes an essential foundation for 
a strong democracy and, even more, a necessary part of a healthy and 
dynamic society Within this perspective, lack of diversity becomes a 
weakness. 

Anwar believes that this acceptance of pluralism that transcends toler¬ 
ance is a clearly Islamic position. In a speech on civilizational dialogue, he 
cited the verse in the Quran: “Oh mankind! Verily we have created you all 
from a male and a female, and have made you into nations and tribes that 
you may come to know one another.’’ 65 Constructively recognizing the im¬ 
plications of this divine revelation involves affirmation of both distinctive¬ 
ness and global humanity 

We believe that a revitalization of tradition, with all its cultural 
and intellectual richness, is the most effective countervailing force 
against religious fanaticism and ethnocentrism. In the context of 
Islam, this process of revitalization comprehends the reassertion of 
the values of justice (al-adl), tolerance (al-tasamuh) and compassion 
(al-rahmah). These values have enabled Muslims, throughout his¬ 
tory, to accept diversity not merely as a fact but as an essential fea- 
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ture of human civilization to be celebrated. Because of diversity, man 
becomes richer through the impetus of the quest to know and un¬ 
derstand one another.” 66 

This creates, in Anwar’s view, a context of constructive living together 
by diverse groups of people, both in individual societies and in the broader 
emerging global community. He describes this condition with a term that 
was developed to describe the religiously pluralistic society in the Iberian 
Peninsula under Muslim rule: convivencia. In its historic sense, and as 
Anwar uses it, the term “is loosely defined as ‘coexistence,’ but carries con¬ 
notations of mutual interpenetration and creative influence. ... [In 
Spain] it is the coexistence of the three groups [Muslims, Christians, and 
Jews], but only as registered collectively and consciously in the culture of 
any one of them.” 67 

In Anwar’s paradigm, convivencia is seen as the Islamic form of plural¬ 
ism, but this is a vision that is quite different from the typical Islamist pro¬ 
grams of making a place for non-Muslims in a traditionally conceived Is¬ 
lamic society. Primacy is given to the values of social and economic justice 
and equality, which are recognized as being fundamental to other great 
traditions of religious faith as well as Islam. This represents a special bal¬ 
ancing of the particular and the universal. Anwar defines this in his call 
for the “Asian Renaissance”: 

[I]ts societies must be prepared to transform themselves and discard 
the harmful residue from the past—tribalism, narrow-mindedness 
and fanaticism. It is not the case that Asia must lose its identity, but it 
must renew its commitment to core values such as justice, virtue and 
compassion, that are in themselves universal. Creativity, imagination 
and courage is [sic] needed to translate these values into reality. 68 

This pluralist vision becomes the key to Anwar's understanding of the 
future global role for Islam and for Asia. It is the foundation for his call for 
civilizational dialogue. 

Civilzational dialogue. People have long discussed the relationships 
among the civilizations of the world and have noted both the conflicts and 
the constructive interactions. However, in 1993, Samuel Huntington wrote 
an article that popularized the terminology of “the clash of civilizations” 
and set the terms of much discussion and debate concerning world affairs 
during the 1990s. 69 Although Huntington’s analysis was global in its cov¬ 
erage, it concentrated attention on the relations between Islam and the 
West and did so in a way that emphasized stark contrasts: 

The underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism. 

It is Islam, a different civilization whose people are convinced of the 
superiority of their culture and are obsessed with the inferiority of 
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their power. The problem for Islam is not the CIA or the U.S. Depart¬ 
ment of Defense. It is the West, a different civilization whose people 
are convinced of the universality of their culture and believe that 
their superior, if declining, power imposes on them the obligation to 
extend that culture. These are the basic ingredients that fuel conflict 
between Islam and the West. 70 

Anwar, like many Muslim intellectuals, as well as analysts in the West, 
was aware of the “clash of civilizations" paradigm and rejected it for a 
variety of reasons. In an informal interview, Anwar argued that 

the psyches are different, the cultures are different. Many things 
about America I like to emulate. But I don’t need to be an American. 

. . . We should be modern; we should be democratic. We should not 
condone corruption or oppression in any form, or deny basic rights. 

. . . But don’t tell me that democracy and freedom can only be 
preached by some countries and political leaders in the West. 71 

The response of many people to Huntington's perspective was to call for 
a dialogue of civilizations, not a clash. Both as an intellectual and as a po¬ 
litical leader, Anwar joined in this effort. In this, he again defined an impor¬ 
tant position of activist moderation. He identified common positions of ad¬ 
vocacy that had emerged in the encounter between the West and “the 
civilizations of the East.” He noted that the intelligentsia from the East 
faced the choice of 

whether to remain loyal to one’s traditions or to depart for a way of 
life perceived as superior. They generally fall into two categories. 
There are those who foreswore everything from the West because of 
their passionate and tenacious hold on everything from their own 
traditions. And then there were those who, overwhelmed by the daz¬ 
zling light of Western civilization, became renegades to condemn 
their own. 72 

Both of these types of intellectuals had essentially accepted Huntington's 
fundamental premise of profound and unbridgeable differences between 
civilizations. 

Anwar rejected the concept of almost absolute otherness. “We are al¬ 
ready in fundamental agreement, in that we subscribe to the universal 
quest for truth and the pursuit of justice and virtue. ... In our dis¬ 
jointed world, therefore, with so much ugliness, violence and injustice, 
there cannot be a nobler aim and vocation than the realization of values 
which unify humanity, despite the great diversity of climes and cul¬ 
tures.” 73 The universals become an essential part of the cultural rebirth. 
The rediscovery of tradition in cultural rebirth “must inevitably involve a 
synthesis with other cultures, including those from the West. Genuine re- 
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naissance would not be possible without our rediscovery, reaffirmation and 
renewed commitment with the universals within our culture.” 74 

Civilizational dialogue becomes the necessary policy framework for 
Anwar’s conceptualization of pluralism. “For us, the divine imperative as 
expressed in the Qur’an is unambiguous. Humanity has been created to 
form tribes, races and nations, whose differences in physical characteris¬ 
tics, languages and modes of thought are but the means for the purpose of 
lita’arafu —‘getting to know one another.’” 75 In a world of dangerous con¬ 
frontations, civilizational dialogue is a necessity for human survival and 
progress. However, this dialogue “must be an encounter among equals, be¬ 
tween cherished ideals and values that will serve to challenge our pride 
and end our prejudices.” 76 In this dialogue, continuations of both the old 
imperialist attitudes of the “civilizing mission” and fundamentalist re¬ 
jections of the West as an enemy are not appropriate and only threaten 
human survival. But civilizational dialogue is a means to a goal, not the 
goal itself, in Anwar's view. This “dialogue has become an imperative 
at a time when the world has shrunk into a global village. For it is a pre¬ 
condition for the establishment of a convivencia, a harmonious and en¬ 
riching experience of living together among people of diverse religions and 
cultures.” 77 This means that the “primary motif of civilizational dialogue 
must be a global convivencia .” 78 


Conclusion 

Anwar's new paradigm has both explicitly Islamic and more generally de¬ 
fined conceptual foundations. It provides the basis for an activist Islamic 
“moderatism” that is in contrast to the more typical Islamic “fundamen¬ 
talisms” and the common reformist secularisms that are found in many 
parts of the world. Anwar’s moderate position is not a position of compro¬ 
mise; it is an affirmation of the conviction that moderation is an Islamic 
imperative and that Islam is fundamentally a “middle path.” This convic¬ 
tion then provides the basis for a new conceptualization of pluralism as an 
active good and of civilizational dialogue as a necessary part of Islamic 
faith and practice. 

Anwar’s evolution from a charismatic student leader to an activist mod¬ 
erate provided the basis for his articulation of a significant Islamic ac¬ 
tivism. Over the years he played a vital role in the developing discourse of 
Islam in Southeast Asia and the broader Muslim world. Even as a political 
prisoner, his mode of activism continues to provide a well-known and in¬ 
fluential model for intellectuals and movements. By combining activism 
and involvement in public affairs with a continuing intellectual effort to 
conceptualize what he was doing and what was happening in the world 
around him, he is a highly visible example of a Muslim activist intellectual 
in the final decades of the twentieth century. 
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9 

ABDURRAHMAN WAHID 

Scholar-President 


In October 1999, Abdurrahman Wahid, a prominent Islamic leader, 
became the first elected president in Indonesia’s history. As leader of the 
NahdatuI Ulama, (the renaissance of religious scholars), Abdurrahman 
Wahid heads the biggest Islamic organization in the world’s largest Muslim 
country, Indonesia, where 87 percent of the population of 220 million are 
Muslim. The NahdatuI Ulama (NU) is a predominantly conservative, rural- 
based, sociocultural organization with some thirty-five million members 
(approximately 20 percent of Indonesia’s population), headed by a man 
best described as a modern, urban liberal Muslim intellectual. Abdurrah¬ 
man Wahid, popularly known as Gus Dur, is an intellectual/activist who 
attracts and repels modernists and traditionalists alike. While some have 
charged that he is too close to government, government officials have 
feared his influence and "interference.” The head of Indonesia’s largest Is¬ 
lamic organization, he nevertheless warns against those Islamic reformers 
who would reassert Islam’s role in politics. 

Abdurrahman Wahid was born into a prominent Javenese Muslim 
family in 1941 in Jombang, East Java, a district in Indonesia known as a 
center for Islamic learning. Both his grandparents were prominent reli¬ 
gious leaders, founders of important “pesantrens” that educated thou¬ 
sands of students. Pesantren (“the place of the santri," those learned in 
sacred scripture) in the Indonesian-Muslim tradition refers to Islamic resi¬ 
dential educational institutions or schools. Pesantrens educate the stu¬ 
dents who board there in religious sciences; the master, or kiai, a combina¬ 
tion of religious scholar and Sufi (mystic) guide, also offers religious 
instruction and guidance to the outside community. Wahid’s paternal 
grandfather, Hasyim Asyari (Hashim Ashari), studied in Mecca and, 
shortly after his return, founded a pesantren at the turn of the century 
(1898). Abdurrahman’s grandfather came to be recognized as a great 
Islamic scholar, writing in both Javanese and Arabic. He founded the 
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Nahdatul Ulama but is also remembered as a preeminent Sufi leader 
(Naqshbandi shaykh). Abdurrahman’s maternal grandfather also studied 
at Mecca and established his own pesantren. Both grandfathers became 
prominent Islamic leaders, were acknowledged leaders of the ulama, and 
were active in the Indonesian nationalist movement. 

Abdurrahman’s father, Wahid Hashim, was educated in the pesantren 
system and later became vice-chairman of his father's pesantren; he also 
was a national political leader. Active in the anti-Dutch nationalist move¬ 
ment, he was one of the founders of the Masjumi party and of the postin¬ 
dependence modern Indonesian state. After independence, the family 
moved to Jakarta in 1950, where Abdurrahman’s father became minister 
of religious affairs, a position he held until his tragic death in an auto acci¬ 
dent at the age of thirty-eight. Wahid Hashim was one of the formulators 
of the Jakarta Charter, the preamble to Indonesia’s Constitution, and of 
the Pancasila, a set of five basic principles, which forms the basis for In¬ 
donesia’s national ideology. Abdurrahman’s experience as a teenager of 
witnessing the constitutional debates (1956-1959) had a formative influ¬ 
ence on his belief regarding the relationship of Islam to the state. In par¬ 
ticular, the religious compromise that produced the formula or doctrine of 
Pancasila, the principle of belief in one God or supreme principle, which 
was formulated to include all of Indonesia’s faiths, convinced him of the 
certain”failure of formalizing Islam in the life of a state like Indonesia.” 1 

The first of six children, Abdurrahman’s educational formation com¬ 
bined modern and traditional religious education. Despite the fact that his 
family was so closely associated with the pesantran system and that he was 
literally born in a pesantran, he was enrolled in the government or public 
school in 1946 at the age of six. (Although he was actually born in 1941, 
his birth date was changed to 1940 in order to enroll him early.) He 
attended government primary and high schools and subsequently (1957— 
1964) spent almost six and a half years studying in four pesantren, among 
them Pesantren Tegalrejo at Magelang and Pesantren Krapyak in 
Yogyakarta. Here he studied Arabic. Islamic law. and hadith (Prophetic 
traditions). It was a time of austerity and long hours spent memorizing 
and studying texts. During this time he also taught (1959-1963) at a 
pesantren in Jambong. His formal education was supplemented by expo¬ 
sure to different currents of thought and culture. His family introduced 
him to a diverse group of people. Family friends with whom he socialized, 
and at times lived with, included ulama of the modernist Muhammadiya, 
as well as a diverse group of prominent NU ulama and Europeans (the be¬ 
ginning of his love of European classical music). 

After completing his studies in the pesantran system, Abdurrahman 
traveled to the Arab world (Egypt and Iraq) and Europe for higher studies. 
He studied at al-Azhar University in Cairo (1964-1966) and at the Arts 
Faculty of the University of Baghdad (1966-1970) and served as chairman 
of the Association of Indonesian Students in the Middle East from 1964 to 
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1970- Because al-Azhar, the oldest center of Islamic learning in the Muslim 
world, has long been a training ground for Indonesian religious families, 
the Islamic modernist movement of Egypt’s Muhammad Abduh (d, 1905) 
had spread to Southeast Asia in the early twentieth century, where it had a 
significant impact. However, Abdurrahman was disappointed with the 
level of instruction at al-Azhar and spent much of his time in libraries 
reading and in the coffee shops of Cairo listening and participating in intel¬ 
lectual discussions and debates on culture and politics, in particular the 
merits of nationalism and socialism. This was the period of the ascendancy 
of Arab nationalism and socialism; among the more prominent forms were 
Nasserism and Baathism in Syria and Iraq. 

Dissatisfied with al-Azhar, Abdurrahman went to Baghdad, where he 
enrolled at the university during the early years of the Baath party’s rule. 
In contrast to al-Azhar. he now encountered a more secular, Western-style 
approach to education. The faculty of Islamic law had been absorbed into 
the faculty of letters and transformed into a department of religion, and he 
was shocked to find several Communist professors on its faculty. 2 He stud¬ 
ied Arabic literature and culture as well as European philosophy and social 
thought. During this period, he became convinced that Islam had to be 
reinterpreted, and that change in Islamic teachings was necessary to bring 
them into conformity with modern science and knowledge. Although he 
completed his coursework and exams for a master’s degree, the death of 
his mentor delayed his ability to write his thesis, so he went to Europe 
to pursue doctoral studies. However, frustrated by European language re¬ 
quirements for advanced study, he spent the better part of mid-1970 to 
1971 traveling in Europe. He would later teach himself French, English, 
and German. 

Returning to Indonesia, Abdurrahman married, began to have a family, 
and moved back to his grandfather's pesantren. Abdurrahman now de¬ 
voted his time to teaching students and training teachers. He occupied a 
variety of positions in the pesantren network, including that of dean at 
Hasyim Asyari (Hasan al-Ashari) University (1972-1974) and secretary 
general of the Pesantren Tebuireng in Jombang (1974-1980). In 1974 he 
joined with others in creating the Committee for the Development of Pe- 
santrens in order to revitalize the pesantren system by expanding its eco¬ 
nomic base and impact. They networked with other pesantrens and per¬ 
suaded government agencies to fund development projects, from clean 
water and energy to mathematics and technology. 

As in his youth, Abdurrahman Wahid continued to be involved with 
and influenced by diverse currents of thought, national and international. 
After moving to Jakarta in 1977, he became active in intellectual and reli¬ 
gious circles, participating in forums with prominent progressive Muslim 
thinkers like Nurcholish Madjid, as well as with non-Muslims. It was then 
that he emerged as a public intellectual and national commentator on cur¬ 
rent events, visible in public meetings, the media, and the press, in particu- 
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lar in the prominent weekly magazine Tempo. He also expanded his con¬ 
tacts with social movements in the Third World, traveling extensively. In 
particular, he visited Latin America, where he became quite familiar with 
Catholic social movements and liberation theology. He met with Arch¬ 
bishop Oscar Camara in Brazil and other leaders and became familiar with 
the thought of liberation theologians such as Leonardo Boff. Moreover, he 
observed the development of Christian base communities and bank-credit 
unions that had been established to help the poor. These experiences have 
influenced his later life and work. 


Modern Reformer but Not Islamic 
Modernist 

Abdurrahman Wahid is truly an enigma. He is neither a conservative tra¬ 
ditionalist nor an Islamic modernist. A liberal thinker, he is leader of the 
largest traditionally based Islamic organization. An innovative intellectual 
with the air of a lay professional or intellectual, he presides over an orga¬ 
nization of ulama, religious scholars, whose organization, the Nahdatul 
Ulama (Revival of Religious Scholars), was founded in 1926 to defend the 
interests of traditional Islam and counter the threat of modernism. The 
NU has functioned as both a socioreligious movement and a political party. 
Yet in 1984 at its Twenty-Seventh Congress at Situbondo, Abdurrahman 
Wahid was elected to lead NU with a new team of younger leadership, 
marking a turning point in its history. His impeccable family credentials 
and connections to NU, as well as his own personal, intellectual, and politi¬ 
cal talents, enabled him then and throughout the years to retain his lead¬ 
ership, though not uncontested. The twenty-seventh Congress redefined 
NU’s relationship to the government, accepted Pancasila as the sole foun¬ 
dation of the state, broke with the Muslim political party, United Develop¬ 
ment Party (PPP), and set a new agenda with a heavy emphasis on social 
activism. 

Abdurrahman sought to strengthen the NU leadership and to revita¬ 
lize its membership through fostering a younger leadership at the grass¬ 
roots level, and Indonesia’s oldest and largest traditionalist organization 
emerged with a reformist leadership. In many ways, it reflected Abdurrah¬ 
man himself, a progressive thinker and activist with an abiding apprecia¬ 
tion of the strengths of traditionalist Islam, He is a man who bridges the 
worlds of traditional Islamic scholarship and “modern” thought, espous¬ 
ing a reformist intellectual synthesis and social agenda that distinguishes 
between unchanging religious doctrines or laws and legitimate accomoda¬ 
tion and social change. This ideal was reflected in his comments on an 
independent-minded pesantren religious leader (kiai) who could be inflexi¬ 
ble on some religious issues but accommodating in many other social situ¬ 
ations: “The answer lies with the ability of Kiai Ali to discern between 
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issues which are of essential importance to religion and those which are 
not; the ability to arrive at an accommodation with the demands of the day 
without forfeiting the original persona that is the source of the profound- 
est religious values," 3 In contrast to many modernizers, secular and Is¬ 
lamic, in the Muslim world who excoriate the ulama for the backwardness 
and failures of Muslim societies, Abdurrahman Wahid emphasizes the im¬ 
portance of the ulama in Islamic reform; “It is only in this way that dy¬ 
namic leadership of the pesantren will be able to prevent a protraction of 
the crisis in the pesantren, and develop the pesantren to become an educa¬ 
tional and social institution that is truly capable of facing the challenges of 
time." 4 Abdurrahman was not blind to the failings of many of the tradi¬ 
tionalist ulama and their institutions. He sought to revitalize the ulama 
and the pesantren system, integrating the best of Islamic traditional 
thought and culture with the best of modern Western thought. His goal 
was to link intellectual and social reform in order to revitalize NU and the 
Muslims of Indonesia. For this he placed a heavy emphasis on revitaliza¬ 
tion through the expanded presence and role of a younger leadership in 
the pesantren, who would be “able to bring together the practical require¬ 
ments for progress (especially the material ones) with the religious tradi¬ 
tions which they have inherited from earlier generations.” 5 

NU’s new direction reflected the transition occurring in Indonesian 
society. Throughout the 1970s and the 1980s, Indonesia’s Suharto had 
controlled and coopted Islam. The government used a carrot-and-stick ap¬ 
proach, funding religious leaders and projects and stifling its Islamic oppo¬ 
sition. At the same time, the government moved swiftly against any and all 
opposition. Students criticizing the government or passing out pamphlets 
were imprisoned as easily as those who waged armed insurrection in 
Sumatra. Muslim opposition was often branded deviant or fundamentalist 
(as Khomeneism or radical Islam) and charged with being fueled by sup¬ 
port from Libya and Iran. The effectiveness of the government in control¬ 
ling political Islam tended to foster a shift in activist energy to the social 
and cultural spheres. 

At the same time, broader indigenous factors encouraged the growth of 
Islamic revivalism or influence. Among the more important were; a dissat¬ 
isfaction with Western secular solutions to social and political problems; a 
rejection of what were seen to be undesirable aspects of modern Western 
value systems; a greater sense of pride and identity among Muslims, fos¬ 
tered by the Islamic world’s greater prominence in global economic and 
political affairs; and the expansion of efforts by foreign Muslim govern¬ 
ments and groups to spread the faith. 6 

Like many other parts of the Muslim world, mosques proved fertile cen¬ 
ters for recruitment and organization of disaffected students. This was all 
the more so since the government had banned student organizations in the 
universities, making the Islamic groups and Islamic discourse the major 
vehicle for dissent. A prominent Indonesian Muslim scholar observed: 
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“The mosque has become a sanctuary for the expression of political dissat¬ 
isfaction and frustration.” 7 Students were critical of the failures of devel¬ 
opment, corruption, the growing disparity between rich and poor, and 
conspicuous consumption in a society with limited opportunities for the 
younger generation. This trend dovetailed with the emergence of a modern 
Islamically oriented generation of Muslim intellectuals educated in Europe 
and America. The closure of the political door led to a greater focus on the 
relevance of Islam to social and economic development. Abdurrahman 
Wahid and many of those attracted to him are among that generation of 
Islamic neomodernists, who include others like Nurcholish Madjid, Jalal- 
ludin Rakmat, Dewan Rahardjo, and Amien Rais. All advocate a progres¬ 
sive Islam, one that is democratic, pluralistic, and tolerant. However, their 
visions differ. In contrast to Nurcholish Madjid and others such as Amien 
Rais, former leader of the Muhammadiya, who have advocated the Islami- 
zation or re-Islamization of Indonesian society, Abdurrahman emphasizes 
the Indonesianization, the indigenization or contextualization (pribu - 
misasi ) of Islam. By this he means the blending of Islamic belief and values 
with local culture: “The source of Islam is revelation which bears its own 
norms. Due to its normative character, it tends to be permanent. Culture, 
on the other hand, is a creation of human beings and therefore develops in 
accordance with social changes. This, however, does not prevent the mani¬ 
festation of religious life in the form of culture." 8 

Suharto had insisted that all organizations accept Pancasila as their 
sole ideology. The 1985 Law of Mass Organizations forced all organizations 
to do so. Thus Pancasila became not only the sole political but also the sole 
social ideology. While many had expected NU to resist the government, the 
new direction it adopted at its congress in 1984 signaled the decision to 
avoid direct involvement in the political system. At the same time, NU 
withdrew its longstanding and majority membership in the PPP, the major 
grouping of Muslim parties — a decision that displeased many of the older 
NU leaders. For the new leadership, NU was at a critical transitional stage. 
Like many other organizations, NU did not simply cower to the government 
but rather chose to remove itself from a potentially confrontational path in 
order to be free or to be left alone to focus on concentrating on the social 
(rather than overtly political) transformation of society. Withdrawal from 
politics enabled NU, under Abdurrahman's leadership, to focus more on 
socioeconomic and cultural development. However, this was to be a transi¬ 
tional strategy: “We must be careful to denote our non-political nature. 
. . . Perhaps by the mid-1990s we shall be able to impose our political 
views.” 9 Indeed, despite its withdrawal from formal politics, NU enjoyed 
significant indirect political influence, proving effective as a major political 
pressure group. Wahid remained active in politics, forming shifting al¬ 
liances over the years. In the period leading up to the fall of Suharto, he 
was a critic of the excesses of the government and a supporter of Megawati 
Sukarnoputra, the daughter of Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno, who 
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called for the replacement of Suharto through open and democratic elec¬ 
tions. In the post-Suharto era, Wahid formed his own political party, the 
National Awakening Party, which garnered 13 percent of the popular vote. 

In many ways, Abdurrahman Wahid might be called an Islamic mod¬ 
ernist or neomodernist, except that in Indonesia, Islamic modernism is 
often associated with those who ultimately wish to implement Islam in 
public life. The Islamic modernist movement of Egypt’s Muhammad 
Abduh and Jamal al-Din al-Afghani was brought to Indonesia by South¬ 
east Asian Muslims who had returned from study at Egypt’s al-Azhar 
University. Islamic modernism rejected a blind adherence to medieval Mus¬ 
lim doctrines and, responding to the challenge of modernity, called for a 
bold reinterpretation (ijtihad) of Islam. Modernists asserted the compati¬ 
bility of Islam and modern science and technology. They claimed the right 
to bypass past interpretations and go directly to Islam’s two material 
sources, the Quran and Prophetic Traditions, to formulate new responses 
to modern questions and issues. The modernist agenda included religious, 
educational, legal, and social reform. The disciples of Islamic modernism 
in Southeast Asia came to be known as the Kaum Muda (“new faction”), 
propagating their message and implementing their agenda through 
schools, journals, and associations. 10 Groups like the Muhammadiya— 
Indonesia's other major Muslim organization, founded in 1912 in Yogy- 
akarta, which, in contrast to NU’s rural base, is urban-based—proved very 
effective in creating a widespread network of modern Islamic schools and 
providing social services. The Muhammadiya, like the majority of Islamic 
modernists, advocates greater implementation of Islam in society. 

However, Abdurrahman represents a form of Islamic modernism that 
encountered stiff opposition and was often suppressed. He may be seen as 
following the school of thought, sometimes referred to as Islamic liberalism, 
espoused by the Egyptian Ali Abd al-Raziq, a young Egyptian religious 
scholar. Abd al-Raziq maintained that religion and politics were separate 
and distinct spheres in Islam from the time of the Prophet Muhammad to 
the present. In his book Islam and the Sources of Political Authority, he argued 
that neither the caliphate nor any specific Islamic system of government 
ever existed or is required by Islam, 11 thus advocating the separation of reli¬ 
gion and the state. These views cost him his job at al-Azhar University after 
his position was condemned by a council of senior ulama. A similar position 
was espoused by another religious scholar, Khalid Muhammad Khalid, in 
his From Here We Start, only to retracted in 1981 in a subsequent book in 
which he declared that Islam is both religion and state (din wa dawla ). 12 

Despite the traditionalist roots of the NU, Abdurrahman Wahid has fol¬ 
lowed an accomodationist path that goes beyond that of his more tradi¬ 
tional predecessors and of modernist organizations like the Muham¬ 
madiya. In particular, he advocates the separation of religion and the state, 
for which he is criticized by Islamic modernists and political activists. At 
the same time, his stature as a religious scholar and political leader and his 
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use of Islamic discourse have at times also been a worry to secular Mus¬ 
lims, including government leaders. 

Three pillars of Abdurrahman's thought are: (i) the conviction that 
Islam must be creatively and at times substantively reinterpreted or refor¬ 
mulated in order to be responsive to the demands of modern life: (2) his be¬ 
lief that, in the Indonesian context, Islam should not be the state religion; 
and that (3) Islam should be an inclusive, democratic, pluralistic force 
rather than an exclusive state ideology. 

Abdurrahman Wahid believes that contemporary Muslims have two 
choices or paths: a more traditional legal-formalistic Islam or a more uni¬ 
versal, cosmopolitan, pluralistic, Islamically informed worldview. The uni- 
versalism of Islam is reflected in its monotheism (tawhid), law (fiqh), and 
ethics ( akhlaq ). These result in Islam’s deep concern for human dignity: 
“The principles of being equal before the law, of protection of society from 
despotic powers, of the maintenance of the rights of the weak and of the 
limitation of the authority of political power, are reflections of Islamic con¬ 
cern with human dignity.” 13 

Islamic legalism is the product of the past, a distorted historical reality; 
the latter is the agenda for contemporary Islamic reform. Historical Islam 
reveals the movement or transition from dynamism to legal formalism, as 
Islam became institutionalized primarily through law. Abdurrahman be¬ 
lieves that Islam began as a dynamic reformism that exalts the status of 
mankind as God’s viceregent (khalifah) on earth, responsible for witness¬ 
ing, propagating, and implementing God’s righteous way of life. However, 
the early tendency to formalize and institutionalize Islam’s message pro¬ 
duced instead a rigid, oppressive reality: “we are presented now with an 
Islam that oppresively puts human life within the narrow confinements of 
a rigid viewpoint: the demand for the so-called ‘sharia state,' the equiva¬ 
lent of what is known in Western thought as theocracy.” 14 

The extent to which law became the means whereby Islam was institu¬ 
tionalized meant that the legal framework became the mechanism by 
which jurists controlled and assured a more uniform interpretation, sub¬ 
jecting every aspect of life in Islam to “legal imprimatur.” This process, Ab¬ 
durrahman believes, produced a hegemony of law and legal scholars, one 
that was able to limit alternative theological and legal interpretations and 
check the “excesses” of philosophy, mysticism, and the humanities in gen¬ 
eral. The effects were intellectually devastating: “the humanities, liberal 
arts, and sciences suffer greatly to the extent that they entirely ceased to 
develop in Islam during the last six centuries.” 15 While diversity continued 
to exist, it was always in tension with the legal-formalism of orthodox or, 
more accurately, orthoprax Islam, whose religious experts, ulama, saw 
themselves as the guardians of Islam whose task it w T as to legitimate the 
ideas and activities of all Muslims. 

This legal-formalistic Islam is grounded, then, in a more rigid literalist 
approach to scripture, a monolithic vision of Islam that demands “a mono- 
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cultural environment for its religious expression, with rigorous conformity 
to the prescribed life pattern and no room for any deviation.” 16 It seeks to 
formalize Islam in the life of the state. Idealizing Islam as a social system, it 
seeks to impose and implement past Islamic law, albeit superficially, on the 
present, with little concern for change and cultural pluralism, generating a 
fortress mentality that proves socially disruptive. 17 Its comprehensive re¬ 
assertion of Islam as a total way of life, which increasingly has taken the 
form of an “Islamic fundamentalism,” runs the risk of degenerating into a 
religious sectarianism that alienates other national groups and becomes a 
separatist movement. 18 

Abdurrahman Wahid rejects the reduction of Islam to a stifling legal- 
formalism as both an aberration and a major obstacle to Islam’s response 
to global change: “the whole situation has to be changed if Islam is asked 
to contribute to the formulation of a new world civilization in the fu¬ 
ture.” 19 The concept of the Muslim as simply a subject of the law must be 
broadened. Recognition of “the need for a concept of man in Islam,” that 
is, of the multifaceted Muslim and a dynamic Islamic tradition, requires a 
transformation based on fundamental values such as free will and the 
right of all Muslims, both laity and religious scholars (ulama) to “per¬ 
petual reinterpretation” (ijtihad) of the Quran and Traditions of the 
Prophet in light of “everchanging human situations.” 20 This process, Ab¬ 
durrahman believes, will produce a dynamic (rather than static legalistic) 
cosmopolitan Islam more suited to and capable of responding to the di¬ 
verse realities of modern life. 

Not blindly bound to past interpretations and institutions, cosmopolitan 
Islam seeks to reinterpret and reformulate Islam’s attitude toward life. Ab¬ 
durrahman believes that the challenge that Muslims face today is to render 
change with some kind of continuity with the past. He advocates a creative 
process that rediscovers and extracts the essence of religion from the totality 
of Islam, “the positive legacy of the past." This essence of Islam should func¬ 
tion as an inspirational rather than (as in the past) a legal basis for national 
life. Thus, cosmopolitan Islam is more concerned with political culture than 
political institutions: cosmopolitan Islam exists in the informal structures 
rather than the formal political and legal institutions of the state. It is ex¬ 
pressed in the individual lives and morality of people, informing the social 
ethics of the community and its sense of a transnational or universal iden¬ 
tity (membership in the worldwide Islamic community, ummah). 

In contrast to many Islamists today, Abdurrahman rejects the notion 
that Islam should form the basis for the nation-state's political or legal sys¬ 
tem: “there is no need for a nation-state with Islamic law.” 21 He regards 
the enshrining of Islamic principles in law as a Middle Eastern tradition 
alien to Indonesia. 22 Instead he believes that Indonesian Muslims should 
apply a moderate, tolerant brand of Islam to their daily lives in a society 
where “a Muslim and a non-Muslim are the same” in a state in which reli¬ 
gion and politics are separate. 23 
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The cornerstone of Abdurrahman's worldview is pluralism, for it is the 
plurality of peoples and ideas that form the essential context of modern 
life. The new global outlook of cosmopolitan Islam is one that recognizes 
the need for a substantial reformulation of “existing civilizations,’ institu¬ 
tional as well as spiritual frameworks of moral and human behaviour.” 
This outlook will respond to universal basic rights, recognize and respect 
other faiths, ideologies, and cultures, and absorb the best that modern sci¬ 
ence and technology have to offer. 24 Cosmopolitan Islam produces a more 
flexible formulation of Islam whose pluralism and tolerance are more ap¬ 
propriate to the modern realities of Indonesia. Abdurrahman was the first 
official figure to publicly denounce the riots of 1996, in which most of the 
participants were NU members. In addition to advocating tolerance toward 
Christians, he called for official recognition of Confucianism as a religion 
in Indonesia. 25 However, his political pluralism seemed to test the limits of 
many Muslims when in mid-1994 he visited Israel and called for the estab¬ 
lishment of relations with Israel. He further aggravated traditionalist 
Muslims and the ulama (many members of NU) when he criticized, as 
meddling in politics, the Indonesian Council of Ulamas for their call for 
Muslims to vote for parties with Muslim candidates. Moreover, he insisted 
that the Indonesian government should be a secular coalition rather than 
a coalition of Islamic parties. 26 

An accomodationist, pluralistic approach of cosmopolitan Islam is not 
without its dangers. Accomodation and acculturation can over time pro¬ 
duce an identity whose Islamic character is dissipated or that simply comes 
to be perceived as non-Islamic. To safeguard its Islamic character, the prod¬ 
uct of the reinterpretation of Islam Abdurrahman believes that cosmo¬ 
politan Islam is dependent on a continuity with its Islamic past or heritage 
that draws its inspirational and moral base from the sources of Islam (the 
Quran and Prophetic Traditions). To enhance its promotion in the broader 
populace, indigenous Islamic institutions outside the modern sector, such 
as the traditional pesantren system, must be identified and utilized in 
regenerating the Indonesian Muslim community. The challenge for con¬ 
temporary Muslims is to articulate and preserve an authentic identity in¬ 
formed by their Islamic heritage but open to the cosmopolitan realities of a 
global environment: “to find an identity that will develop a sense of belong¬ 
ing to Islam, but at the same time still retain a sense of belonging to a 
larger and wider association with groups motivated by world ideologies, 
other faiths and global concerns.” 27 


Islam and Development 

The diversity of the Muslim world is reflected by (witnessed in) the enor¬ 
mous diversity of the Indonesian archipelago itself. Abdurrahman Wahid 
sees Indonesian Muslims as sharing many of the common problems of 
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Muslims throughout much of the Muslim world but facing them in their 
quite distinctively diverse and pluralistic context. Indonesia, with its three 
thousand islands stretched out along a 3,200 mile arc, is a vast collection 
of religious and cultural groups. It has been significantly influenced by its 
pre-Islamic, Hindu-Buddhist legacy as well as the diverse Islamic interpre¬ 
tations and orientations of its peoples—the militant conservatism of the 
Muslims of Acheh, the more nominal, syncretistic approach of Java em¬ 
bodied in Suharto’s government and many of its citizens, the militant 
brands of contemporary Islamic activism. Abdurrahman has championed 
the belief that Indonesia can and must provide an example that counters 
the stereotypes of Islam and Muslim states as radical, antimodern, anti¬ 
democratic, and intolerant: 

All that the West sees in Islam is radicalism and its incompatibility 
with modern, open, democratic politics. Indonesia, however, has the 
opportunity to show that politics based on confession—as it is in Al¬ 
geria and Iran—is not the only way. Not only can modernity and 
open politics exist in a Muslim-majority society, as it can here in In¬ 
donesia, but it can be nurtured so that democracy can flourish well 
in Islam. 28 


Islam, Nationalism, and 
Democratization 

The relationship of Islam to the nation-state is a major issue for modern 
Muslims. Historically and religiously, Muslims have had multiple identities 
as members of tribes, clans, families, and villages, yet they also have pos¬ 
sessed an underlying unity or overriding identity based in a common sense 
of religious identity and solidarity. This belief is articulated in Islam’s con¬ 
cept of the ummah, the Islamic community. Thus Muhammad’s unifica¬ 
tion of disparate tribes in Arabia was based on the assertion of a common 
religious bond that was to transcend tribal and ethnic identities. The 
ummah took on more transnational and global dimensions as Islam spread 
and was transformed into a central empire, or caliphate, and subsequently 
into a network of sultanates that stretched from Timbuktu to Sumatra. De¬ 
spite their diversity, they shared a common sense of universal identity and 
shared Islamically legitimated institutions and values. However, the im¬ 
pact of European colonial rule and the subsequent emergence of modern 
Muslim states presented a new challenge to Islam and Muslims. 

Southeast Asian Islam, like other parts of the worldwide Islamic com¬ 
munity, or ummah, shared the struggle for independence. In the first part 
of the twentieth century, a double pattern prevailed: resistance to both the 
political and the cultural penetration of the West. Islam and Muslims 
across the globe were concerned with throwing off the yoke of European 
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colonialism and gaining independence. At the same time, many charged 
that there was a fundamental contradiction between Western and Islamic 
values. Some questioned and others rejected the excessive materialism/ 
consumerism and individualism of the West and even its technology. Oth¬ 
ers called for the need to balance Western individualism and materialism 
with Islam's emphasis on community and spirituality. 

In the several decades since national independence, a cross-section of 
Muslim countries have struggled with issues of political legitimacy, na¬ 
tional identity/unity, and the relationship of religion to national develop¬ 
ment in a world in which the presuppositions of development and modern¬ 
ization theory presumed a Western, secular path. Abdurrahman identifies 
many issues and realities in nation-building. The difficulties nation-states 
face include the need to create national integration in the face of commu- 
nalism, establish the rule of law, and develop viable economic frameworks 
for the equitable distribution of wealth. At the same time, he maintains 
that many rely on sociopolitical engineering, authoritarianism, political 
suppression, and violence to impose their vision. Governments that rely on 
social control rather than consultation increasingly employ violence and 
repression and create a climate that contributes to radicalization and 
violence against the state. Islamic movements are faced with “the choice 
of following either a radical approach or a gradual response in their 
struggle for social justice, equal treatment before the law and freedom of 
expression.” 29 

Abdurrahman Wahid believes that in the postindependence period, the 
Southeast Asian experience contrasts with much of the Muslim world. 
Many Muslims initially opposed modern nationalism and continue to de¬ 
bate the compatibility of Islam and the nationalism. However, in Southeast 
Asia what clearly emerged from the independence movement was an ac¬ 
ceptance of the nation-state—recognition by the majority in Indonesia 
and Malaysia of the bond between Islam and nationalism. Over the years 
political parties and organizations continued to play an “informal” role in 
society while social organizations flourished in Indonesia and Malaysia. In 
contrast to many parts of the Muslim world where the resurgence of Islam 
has been primarily political, Abdurrahman argues that the movement 
for greater Islamization of society in Southeast Asia has been occurring for 
some time and that it has been primarily cultural rather than political. In 
Indonesia, organizations like the Muhammadiya developed a network of 
more than fifteen thousand schools, as well as hospitals and clinics, and 
NU, in addition to supporting its pesantren system—some seven thousand 
pesantrens spread across Indonesia—turned to development projects. In 
Malaysia the Islamic Youth Movement of Malaysia (ABIM) and PAS (Parti 
Islam Sa-Malaysia), the more conservative Islamic party, both in their 
members and sociopolitical activities, are religioculturally inspired or moti¬ 
vated. (Many would argue that PAS has played a more aggressive political 
role and sought to establish an Islamic state.) The Malaysian government’s 
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ruling party (United Malay National Organization; UMNO) has included 
many former members of Islamic movements, in particular ABIM, whose 
former founder and charismatic leader Anwar Ibrahim became Malaysia’s 
finance minister and deputy prime minister. 


A Theology of Liberation 

Central to Abdurrahman Wahid’s cosmopolitan Islamic worldview and 
work is his bottom-up strategy and thus significant involvement in devel¬ 
opment projects. His ideology is the product of diverse religious and cul¬ 
tural currents. It is based not only on his Indonesian Islamic background 
and experience but also on the work of Muslim thinkers and activists in 
the broader Muslim world such as Egypt’s Hasan Hanafi and Iran’s Ali 
Shariati, as well as Christian liberation theologians. His direct experience 
with liberation theology in Latin America in particular had a significant 
impact on his view of Islam and its role in the world as well as of religion 
and Third World development in general. 

In addressing the problems of development, Abdurrahman casts Islam 
as itself the basis for a theology of liberation. Like the Iranian Ali Shariati 
and many other contemporary Muslim ideologues and activists, Abdur¬ 
rahman identifies Islam as a liberating religion whose very origins were 
concerned both with religious and social reform. Thus religion is con¬ 
cerned not only with the individual but also with the community; not only 
with the next life but also with this life. Like modern Islamic leaders in 
many parts of the Muslim world, Abdurrahman recognized the need to 
relate Islam to the socioeconomic crises in many Muslim societies. An 
Islamically informed approach to development (moral and social) is em¬ 
bodied in Muhammad’s and the Quran’s protest against social injustice, 
the establishment of the first Islamically guided community at Medina, 
and the expansion and propagation of Islam, which led to the creation of a 
vast cosmopolitan empire and civilization. 

Ali Shariati legitimated his reformist Islam by claiming to appropriate 
Alid Shiism, the original sociopolitically revolutionary spirit of islam and 
Ali, its first imam or leader, as distinguished from that of Safavid Shiism, 
the quiescent, establishment religion of a clergy coopted by imperial 
rulers. Abdurrahman Wahid also preaches an Islam of social activism. In¬ 
fluenced by liberation theology’s notion of “conscientization,” he speaks of 
the need for Muslims to develop a “new conscience," one that responds to 
the dire social realities of the majority. Thus, his cosmopolitan Islam, 
which attempts to adapt Islam to the diverse and changing realities of 
Muslim life, includes a pronounced emphasis on the relationship of reli¬ 
gion to development, in particular poverty and other social ills that afflict 
the majority of society: “Social justice should be made a religious as well as 
a political paradigm.” 30 The sociocultural activities of indigenous institu- 
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tions such as the pesantren system should become a vehicle for the socioe¬ 
conomic transformation of society and thus contribute to the “real task of 
development, i.e. to liberate mankind from all constraints, whether struc¬ 
tural, cultural, or political, still obstructing the full development of man’s 
potentialities.” 31 


The Escapism of Fundamentalism 

For Abdurrahman, religion is a significant variable in the development 
process. However, it constitutes a major obstacle for governments, often re¬ 
sulting in an adversarial relationship between the state, which is responsi¬ 
ble for the formulation and implementation of national ideology and politi¬ 
cal life, and the leadership of religious movements. The causes of Islamic 
revivalism in Southeast Asia reflect issues of faith/identity and dissatisfac¬ 
tion with the political, economic, and social failures of society. The impact 
and dislocation caused by the clash of values that accompanies the cul¬ 
tural penetration of the West causes many to perceive and react to the 
“danger” and “threat” of Westernization and modernization. The experi¬ 
ence of alienation and marginalization, stemming from the inability of 
many to integrate themselves (their lives and family values), educational 
institutions, and economic enterprises into the new modern mainstream, 
creates a climate in which “[fjundamentalism becomes an attractive ‘es¬ 
cape way’ to regain in an inner way what they lose in the outer one.” 32 

While he uses the term fundamentalism, Abdurrahman acknowledges 
the problems with its popular usage. Fundamentalism is a Christian term 
misapplied to Muslims. Moreover, given its common and popular denota¬ 
tions of extremism and radicalism, its equation with an exclusivist and 
narrow-minded attitude, the term is often a source of confusion rather 
than clarification. In a sense, he notes, fundamentalism is an appropriate 
description of a Muslim who simply wishes to observe or be faithful to the 
basic “fundamentals,” that is, fundamental sources of his or her religion. 
Abdurrahman distinguishes between Islamic militants and fanatics or fun¬ 
damentalists. Islamic movements draw their strength from the extent to 
which religion informs and transforms their ideology and activities. Politi¬ 
cal ideals are drawn from religious beliefs, mundane or profane convictions 
are sacralized, and failure and persecution are regarded as part of an eter¬ 
nal struggle (jihad and martyrdom) against oppression and injustice. Mili¬ 
tants are those who are concerned with fundamental issues of self-identity 
but accept and work within the social and political system. Many combine 
modern educations with a conscious reappropriation and reformulation of 
a religiously informed modern Islamic identity. This is reflected in personal 
morality and dress, new forms of socioeconomic activity such as interest- 
free banking and finance, schools, and social welfare. They demonstrate 
the ability of Islam to inspire and motivate Muslims to find solutions to the 
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failures and problems of the modern nation-state: ‘As long as those efforts 
constitute attempts to reiterate Islamic values, without totally abandoning 
the process of modernization in the whole region, it is impossible to apply 
the label Fundamentalism to them.” 33 In contrast, fundamentalists are a 
minority of extremists or fanatics who reject the social and political frame¬ 
work. They oppose not just a specific government but the very idea of the 
nation-state itself. They are small and sporadic movements, often confused 
with the majority of Islamically oriented but more mainstream youth. 
They withdraw from mainstream society physically and ideologically. 
Some live in communes; all reject the political and religious establishment, 
prefer or profess there own narrow ‘‘far out view of Islam,” and condemn 
the majority of Muslims who participate in national political life. Though 
their violent outbursts challenge and disrupt the system from time to time, 
Abdurrahman believes that they continue to have only local significance 
and have proven incapable of developing nationally or regionally. 34 Be¬ 
cause the state often regards religious movements as a threat to national 
unity and development, it tends to restrict or coopt religion. Governments 
attempt to weaken or control religious movements through harassment or 
the creation of heavily funded rival movements or simply to coopt move¬ 
ments through the use of funds. Because Islamic movements provide a 
cohesive and well-organized alternative (comparable) to the state, con¬ 
frontation with government is often inevitable. Abdurrahman bases his 
assessment on the examples of Islamic movements in the Muslim world, 
Catholic movements in Latin America, and Catholic priests who defend the 
rights of Muslim minorities in the southern Philippines. 

Abdurrahman Wahid believes that most governments close their eyes to 
a fundamental issue in the development of their societies when they ignore 
issues of faith and identity and reduce national problems solely to political, 
socioeconomic, and technical factors. The failure of governments to ad¬ 
dress deep-seated issues of identity and the relationship of faith to national 
identity/ideology and institution-building runs the long-term risk of con¬ 
tributing to greater instability, “risking the dangers of massive social explo¬ 
sions.” 35 Marriages of convenience are short-lived; long-lasting creative 
solutions are needed to determine the relationship of religion and the state. 

As throughout the history of the Indonesian state, the politics of reli¬ 
gion in the 1990s proved a challenge that often put Abdurrahman Wahid 
at odds with the government, the military, and fellow Muslim intellectuals 
and politicians alike. President Suharto attempted in the 1990s to broaden 
his base of support among observant (versus nominal) Muslims. His 
“turn” more to Islam included making the pilgrimage to Mecca {hajj), in¬ 
troducing new legislation and programs on religious education and reli¬ 
gious courts, and approving the creation of ICMI (Association for Indone¬ 
sian Muslim Intellectuals), an organization of intellectuals and 
government officials. Among the ICMI leadership were Nurcholish Madjid, 
a prominent intellectual and leader of Paramedina, a reformist organiza- 
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tion; Amien Rais, a U.S.-trained political scientist and head of the Muham- 
madiyah; Ado Sasono. a social activist; and Islamic activists, like Imad ad 
Deen, who had previously been among the staunchest critics of Suharto’s 
New Order. Conspicuously absent was Abdurrahman Wahid, who main¬ 
tained that ICMI leaders compromised their independence and adopted a 
tactic to infiltrate and Islamize the government and society. He charged 
that ICMI’s agenda, to create an Indonesian society infused with Islamic 
values in a 90 percent Muslim-majority country would reconfessionalize 
Indonesian politics, undermine national unity and religious and political 
pluralism, threaten non-Muslims and nominal Muslims alike, and con¬ 
tribute to sectarian strife. Abdurrahman regarded the creation of an Is¬ 
lamic society in Indonesia as “treason against the constitution because it 
will make non-Muslims second class citizens.” 36 

To counter ICMI, Abdurrahman joined forty-five intellectuals to create 
the Forum for Democracy. In contrast to ICMI’s linkage of Islam and 
democratization and the desire of its Muslim intellectuals and activists to 
Islamize Indonesian society, the Forum provided a platform to promote 
Abdurrahman’s secular democratic vision. It was based on Pancasila, with 
its equal recognition of all religions and separation of religion and the 
state, as the sole national ideology. Because religious tolerance is a prereq¬ 
uisite for democratization, he argued that only nonpolitical, pluralistic In- 
donesianized Islam recognizes the equality of all citizens necessary for the 
promotion of true democracy in a Muslim-majority society like Indonesia. 
Abdurrahman remained critical of both ICMI and the government, main¬ 
taining that the ICMI’s Islamization of Indonesian society would mean in¬ 
equality and second-class citizenship for minorities and lead to sectarian 
strife and religious fanaticism. While Suharto’s New Order was secular, it 
was not democratic. It was dependent on a military-derived vision of an 
“integralistic secularism,” which emphasized the totality of the state and 
lacked separation of powers, a system of checks and balances, and the in¬ 
dependence of civil society from state control. 37 The impact of the Forum 
was greatly hampered by its broad and diverse opposition: the Suharto 
government, the Muslim intellectuals of ICMI and some Muslim religious 
leaders and organizations, and the military, who were as opposed to Ab¬ 
durrahman’s and the Forum’s democratic and liberal ideas as to ICMI's 
talk of Islamization. 

If contemporary Islam has too often been seen as monolithic, inflexible, 
and extremist, Abdurrahman Wahid and Indonesian Islam have offered a 
counterimage of the diversity, creativity, and dynamism of contemporary 
Muslim societies. Like many Islamic activist intellectuals, he is the product 
of a traditional and a modern education. A progressive thinker and re¬ 
former, he remains intimately linked to his traditionalist heritage. Though 
a Muslim modernist, he is the leader of the world's largest ulama organiza¬ 
tion. While he shares much in common with other reform-minded Indone¬ 
sian activist intellectuals, he nevertheless has parted company with many 
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over his vision of Islam and its relationship to state and society. While some 
call for an Islamization of Indonesian society to reflect the demographic re¬ 
alities of the world’s largest Muslim country and its Muslim majority popu¬ 
lation, Abdurrahman and, under his leadership, NU, have insisted on the 
promotion of Islam in individual life and within the Muslim community 
but its separation from government. His liberalism has often strained rela¬ 
tions with older, more conservative members of NU (in 1994 he narrowly 
defeated his government-favored opponent by 174 to 142 votes to win a 
third term as NU chairman) as well as the government and military. 

At the same time, his progressive thinking, championing of democracy, 
religious tolerance and advocacy of human rights have won praise from 
younger, reform-minded NU activists, liberal intellectuals, non-govern¬ 
mental organizations, and Christian and Chinese minority leaders and 
businessman. 

The example of Abdurrahman Wahid also highlights the problems that 
can arise when religious leaders and organizations mix religion and poli¬ 
tics. His intellectual flexibility, independence, and pragmatic politics have 
often led some to charge opportunism. Others have seen him as a master 
politician, a consensus builder, Indonesian style. Balancing his role as an 
Islamic leader/scholar and Chairman of NU, an organization of ulama, 
with that of a progressive reformer and secular political leader has re¬ 
quired him to compromise and to shift alliances, seeming at times to move 
from one marriage of convenience to another. At times a strong critic of 
Suharto’s military-backed government, he was also willing to make sub¬ 
stantial compromises. A critic of the Indonesian Armed Forces, he ac¬ 
cepted and cultivated its support, particularly in the early 1990s when 
Suharto turned to Islam or the Islamization of politics to counterbalance 
the influence of the military. Nowhere was political pragmatism more 
pronounced than in the late 1990s, when he willingly worked closely with 
both Megawati, former president Sukarno’s daughter, who opposed Su¬ 
harto, and Tutu, Suharto’s daughter, who was a potential vice-presidential 
nominee. In the aftermath of national elections, while calling for national 
reconciliation, he continued to move easily among contending political 
leaders and forces: state officials, the military, and the opposition—at one 
point calling for a trio to lead the country (Megawati, who had garnered 
the most votes, Amien Rais, and himself), at others distancing himself 
from Megawati. In the end, after Amien Rais was elected Speaker of Parlia¬ 
ment, Abdurrahman, a compromise candidate between B. J. Habibie and 
Megawati, was elected president of Indonesia by the parliament, and 
Megawati was appointed vice-president, in October 1999. 

For much of Indonesia’s modern history, both Sukarno and Suharto 
sought to keep a tight control on Islamic leaders and organizations. In¬ 
donesia, the largest Muslim country in the world, was often characterized 
as a state in which the majority of the population were nominal Muslims 
and in which both the ruler and the military marginalized and at times 
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suppressed the role of religion in Muslim politics. In the late Suharto years, 
Islam became a more visible political presence and political force. In the 
post-Suharto period, as Indonesia attempts to move away from a legacy of 
authoritarian government on a path of democratization, defining the na¬ 
ture of Indonesian Islam and its relationship to public life in a pluralistic 
society, the debate between Abdurrahman Wahid’s vision of an Indone- 
sianized Islam and the visions of those who advocate a more Islamized 
society, will prove critical. 
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